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Deeper, Darker 


by Silvermoonphantom 


It's just him and the monster, right? All Will has to do is run, hide... unless he's not alone? 


Cold Hands 


He never knew how terrifying night could be, before he was dragged into this strange world. 
Decay was all around him, dead trees and dead leaves and rot-covered houses. His fort wasn’t 
much better, really. The sticks didn’t hold any sort of heat, and what felt like a comforting 
hideaway when he was with friends now felt... uncomfortably exposed. 


Will shivered, not sure if his muscles were trembling from fear or the temperature at this point. 
It was so cold. 


He breathed over his fingertips, stilling when he heard the faint rustle-snap of footsteps 
approaching. He stayed perfectly still, skinny limbs trembling despite his best efforts. 


A shadow passed the spaces of his fort, and Will held his breath, heart pounding in his throat. The 
wheezing click-click of that creature shuffled forward. 


He should have stayed at his house, but the monster had already torn it apart looking for him, he 
couldn’t... A sob bubbled up in his throat and he fought to keep it back. There was nowhere to run, 
but he could smell it, almost taste the thick stench in the air. 


Will could taste blood from biting his lip so hard, as he heard another quick shuffle of leaves 
coming toward them. 


Another one? 
He was going to die! 


The creature growled a chirruping sort of gasp, and Will could see the shadow of it rise up to stand 
on two legs as the second approached. He whimpered around the knot in his throat and hurried to 
cover his ears when it let out a rattling scream. 


The horrible noise cut off into an abrupt yelp, and a bright flash washed the smell of rot into 
something like burning citrus, or the acrid snap of a broken light bulb. He flinched at the sickening 
crack and a fleshy squelch, his own lungs catching as he tried to breath quietly after holding it for 
so long. He wanted to close his eyes and block the nightmare out, but the terror of not knowing was 
even more powerful. 


Were they fighting over who would get to eat him? Maybe they’d just kill each other. 


Leaves crunched into the distance as one of them fled, and Will found his heart sinking. The brief 
hope fluttered and died. 


Wide eyes tracked the smaller shadow as it circled his fort, and he couldn’t help closing them 
tightly and curling into a tighter ball when something black started pulling back the canvas door. 


He waited a long moment, heart pounding tightly in his throat, fingers numb as his breath whistled 
between blue lips. 


“Hey.” 


A voice? 
Will cracked his eyes open again, looking hesitantly toward the hanging flap of a door. 


A person, a teenager was crouched in the entrance way. One pale hand was braced on the frame of 
his hideout while the other dripped black sludge to the dirt floor below. 


“You okay?” 


He stared blankly, mind unable to wrap around what he was seeing after being in this dark place 
for so long. The teenager pulled a grimace, glancing over his shoulder and scooting a bit more 
inside. Will wished he recognized the other boy, but the black hair and piercing blue eyes were 
utterly unfamiliar. 


“Sorry, standard question. You look cold, though. Wanna get out of here?” 


Will nodded slowly, bewildered as the teen offered a hand to help him up off the little bunk he had 
once made out of sticks and old pieces of fence. He painfully uncurled, only hesitating a moment 
before reaching out and taking the teen’s hand. 


He wished he could say he felt safe, comforted, relieved for it all to be over. 


But the fear of death never really left, even as the other teen smiled at him and helped gather up 
supplies and carefully guided him between shadows, through the forest. 


Will didn’t miss the way those blue eyes seemed to glow in the darkness. 
How his movements were just a little too quick, too smooth. 


And the hand holding his own... 


Was cold. 


Bright Eyes 


Between every step they took under skeletal branches, Will expected a monster to burst out from 
behind a tree or drop down on their heads and tear the two of them apart. 


Hell, a good part of him expected the teen to turn around and his face split open, or something 
equally horrifying. 


The strange fog didn't help, billowing around them in convoluted patterns and making moving 
shadows out of nothing. Above them, a strange moon cast a wane light through the fog. 


With a small hiccup of a gasp, Will stumbled over a branch, throat choking closed in fear as his 
adrenaline spiked. 


But a strong arm caught him around the ribs, and he felt himself lifted up and set back up on his 
feet. He stared at the black head bent over, and the nimble fingers plucking a thorny (dead, dry) 
raspberry vine out from where it snagged his pant legs. 


He carefully stepped out of the tangle and looked around again, that eerie predatory prickle still 
digging into the base of his nape. He couldn’t decide if the teen was actually a friend, or if this was 
some other trickier monster of this world. His school had warned of Stranger Danger, and plenty of 
books featured friendly faces turning foe. 


“So, what’s your name?” 


He was being led by the hand again, toward a section of old apartments on the edge of the forest 
that Will couldn’t remember ever visiting. Maybe that’s why he didn’t recognize him? 


He opened his mouth to answer, but a flash of those eerie blue-glow eyes had him snapping his 
mouth shut again. The thing-that-looked-like-a-teenager swept its gaze at the trees behind them, 
then up into the boughs as the two continued. A thousand entries in journals, monster manuals, and 
old stories reminded him that giving your name to a supernatural being was a Bad Idea. 


He swallowed, wondering if he could even play this game, or if... he was already trapped. 
“What’s yours?” 

Blue eyes flicked down to him, and Will swore he could see amusement. 

“You can call me Danny.” 


Will swallowed, nodding. (You can call me) — Was that even his real name, or was it a convenient 
lie? 


“Nice to meet you, Danny.” 


The teen flashed a small smile before stopping them again and dragging the smaller boy down into 
a crouch, herding him into a thick tangle of bramble. Sensing the sudden urgency, Will was quick 
to curl up and make himself as small a target as he could. 


Danny tracked something through the fog, though Will couldn’t see what it was through the thin 
branches that dug into his arm. A thorn pressed into his thigh, but he refused to move as the teen’s 
gaze suddenly jerked upward and to the side — well above where any ground-dwelling creature 


could walk. 


This close, he could see the slivers of green within the other boy’s eyes, and the eerie way shadows 
pooled across his face from the unconventional light source. Black frazzled hair seemed to smooth 
down on its own, and Will stared at the sudden change in hair style with clarifying wariness. 


‘Hackles Raised’ was supposed to be a metaphor, not an actual thing humans could do. 


The piercing eyes flicked down to meet his own and Will averted his gaze, fumbling with the 
corner of his jacket. 


“You look cold” Danny repeated, and scooped him up by the armpits out of the brambles. 
“T’m not helpless.” He protested as he was set down again. 


A strange look passed over the teen’s face, and slender shoulders shrugged nonchalantly. The 
larger hand slotted back into his own, and Will tried hard to keep an eye on his surroundings while 
staying clear of any more branches. 


“How’d you end up here, anyway?” 
Danny looked down at him, brows furrowed. 
“T should be asking you that.” 


Will shrugged back, eyeing the chain link fence of the apartment complex, and the old trees whose 
bark had grown between the links, almost consuming parts of it. The image made him uneasy for 
some reason, and he was painfully aware that the teen hadn’t answered his question. 


Danny unlatched the back gate, swinging it shut and latching again after they both skirted inside. 
Will swallowed anxiously, but followed the teen into the decrepit brick building despite his own 
misgivings. 


With the click of the door behind him, darkness truly fell, and Will felt his pupils straining to find 
shapes in the darkness. He ended up wrapping his arms around himself in an unconscious defense. 
With no other choice, he followed the pathway lit by the teenager’s glowing eyes. 


Advice 


Surprisingly, nothing terrible happened to him in the dark. 


The carpets were as soft as one could expect from a rotted old apartment, laced by the same vines 
and creeping mold that covered the rest of this grey world. He watched Danny unlock an apartment 
with some keys he fished out of a pocket, and followed the ushering hand gesture without protest. 


Stepping inside, he didn’t expect... 
Will turned around as he shuffled in, looking at every corner of clean, white walls. 


He found a couch and lifted a pillow, astonished to see a complete lack of rotting whatever that 
was that coated the rest of this world. It still smelled a little musty, but more like an old basement 
than the weird sour taint that he’d found in every other man-made building. 


He whipped around to find the black-haired teen fumbling with something on a banged-up kitchen 
table, before a red glow flickered to life in his hands. 


Mouth dry, Will found himself drawn to the flame, reaching his hands out to cup it in awe. 
It felt... 

Pure. 

Unbroken by whatever had eaten away at this world. 


He didn’t see Danny’s face soften with understanding, nor did he notice the steady, patient way he 
kept the little candle held out for him. He didn’t notice when his hands stopped shaking, or when 
the color bled back into purple-tinged fingertips. 


“how?” 


Will finally looked up at the other boy, relieved to find he looked a lot more human with the warm 
glow lighting his features. White teeth flashed in a proud grin, and Danny carefully transferred the 
candle into the younger boy’s hands. 


“You probably found out already, most technology doesn’t survive long in this place.” Will 
nodded, watching as a rusty-looking battery and a length of coiled wire was lifted up from the mess 
of...stuff... scattered across the table. 


“But normal physics still works, for the most part. Metal still conducts electricity, and even though 
they’re weak, a lot of batteries still have a charge. Enough to slap together a lighter, anyway.” 


Will nodded, remembering the cherry glow of a live wire from his science class. He looked back 
up at the walls, and the spatter of white paint on the edges of some of the carpet. 
Danny ushered him toward the couch again, letting him keep the candle. 


Another three were lit from the one he held, and he watched with no small amount of curiosity as 
the teen set them up under a cast-iron skillet that itself was perched on what looked like twisted 
scrap metal. 


A dented can was pulled out from a small stack in what was once a kitchenette before it was piled 
high with random junk. Or maybe it all had a purpose, but Will couldn’t figure it out. 


He DID know that his mouth started watering as soon as Danny broke the can’s seal with a rusty 
opener, and the salty tang of tomato soup drifted across the small room. 


“Don’t eat anything with meat in it.” 


Will looked up to the teen’s face, but he seemed to be concentrating on shaking the semisolid 
contents into the skillet. 


“Something about this world makes it rot, even if it’s in a sealed can. Don’t eat anything that’s 
perishable, even if it still looks nice. Pickled things are fine, as long as they’re not meat. Pretend 
you’re vegetarian. Water’s fine if you boil it first.” 


Will swallowed the saliva he felt building up, taking another look around the junk-filled, white- 
walled room again. 


“How.... Long have you been here?” 


Black bangs fell in front of the teen’s face, and he didn’t answer. 


Soup for the soul 


Will shifted uneasily as the silence stretched onward, and shot a furtive look toward the large 
window giving the room the most light. A thought occurred to him, and he turned to block the 
flame’s light with his body. 


“Should... we cover the window, or something? So it doesn’t see in?” 


Danny shook his head, holding his clean hand over the soup to test the temperature. He hummed, 
picking up a bent spoon and stirring it a little. 


“They don’t have eyes, so it wouldn’t matter.” 


Will looked out at the forest again, watching the curls of fog seep around barren branches. He had 
so many questions about this place, and the whiplash away from being constantly terrified was 
making his stomach queasy. 


A tickle in the back of his throat had him coughing roughly into the crook of his arm, holding his 
candle to the side. When he opened his eyes again, he startled back into the couch, hot wax 
slopping down the back of his hand and smothering the tiny flame. 


Just as the pain startled a hiss out of him, Danny was kneeling in front of him, gently pulling the 
candle out of his hand and pulling the quickly-cooling wax up off his skin. How had he moved 
across the room that fast? 


“How long did it have you before you escaped?” the teen asked, voice strangely flat. 

Will felt a prickle of unease up the back of his neck, and pulled his hand away from cold fingers. 
“Tt didn’t.” He mumbled, “It dragged me here and I shot it and I’ve been hiding ever since.” 
And running away, but that was probably a given. 


Danny looked up at him, brows furrowed slightly. It was more obvious than ever, the strange 
luminescence lighting up his cheeks a pale blue. Like the eerie cyan of a deep sea glow fish he 
once saw on the TV. 


“You shot at it? With a gun?” 
Will swallowed dryly, nodding. 
“T, uh... dropped it and ran when it ran out of ammo.” 


He felt foolish now, thinking back on it. He should have kept it and looked for more ammo to 
protect himself with, but the extra weight and bulky shape meant it would have slowed him down 
when running. But Danny was grinning, practically bouncing back to the skillet to give it another 
stir. 


“Do you remember where you dropped it?” he asked. Will picked another bit off wax off his 
knuckle, relieved that it was just turning red, and not blistering or anything. Then again, it was hard 
to tell in the dim light. He already missed the candle. 


“By the front porch of my house. I was trying to talk to my mom when it attacked me.” 


The rhythmic scrape of the spoon on cast-iron stopped suddenly, and Will was acutely aware of 
how humans shouldn’t be able to be that szill. 


“Your mom’s here?” 


Will shook his head slightly, pulling his legs up onto the couch and tentatively pulling one of the 
blankets off the backrest to pull over himself. 


“She’s still.. uh, not here. In the real world? But... she’s really smart, so....”” He licked his lips, 
wondering if he should be telling him this — if he would use it against him. 


What if Danny tried to trick his mom? What if... what if he killed Will and pretended to be him in 
order to kill her too?! He clammed up, burrowing a bit more into the cushions. 


The teen started moving again, tapping the spoon against the skillet and raising it to his mouth to 
taste. He nodded slightly, and grabbed a chipped mug before tilting the skillet and pouring some of 
the soup inside. Danny crouched down after dropping the spoon into the mug and setting a lid over 
the skillet, blowing out the candles. 


Left in the darkness, it was like two dim lamps were bobbing toward him as Danny approached 
the couch, offering the mug. Will took it gingerly, holding it close to his chest. 


“Aren’t you hungry...?” Danny had laid down, sprawling out over the cluttered floor and pushing 
aside some sort of motor with his foot. He waved his hand dismissively and yawned, flopping his 
arm back on the floor. 


“T made that all for you, don’t worry. Help yourself.” 


The blue light blinked away as Danny closed his eyes. Will averted his own, looking back down at 
his mug. He forewent the spoon and just sipped at the warm soup, sighing as the bright flavor burst 
over his tongue. All he needed was some grilled cheese and it’d be easy to pretend that this whole 
ordeal never happened. 


Will practically gulped it down, the near-scalding liquid reminding him how hungry he had been. 
How long had he been in this world, anyway? Days? Weeks? He couldn’t remember eating 
anything until now, so why hadn’t he felt hungry? 


He slid off the couch, dragging a blanket cape behind him as he carefully spooned more soup into 
his mug, breathing in the tomato smell with relish. A few mugs later, and Will was heading back to 
the couch, wedging himself into the cushions and piling another blanket on top of himself. 


Danny was still sprawled out on the ground, and Will resisted the urge to check his breathing. The 
teen’s chest wasn’t moving, but that wasn’t much more worrying than all the other weird hints the 
guy had been throwing off. 


Black ooze that had been clinging to Danny’s hand after the...confrontation... with the monster 
had been drying and chipping off all night, but Will could see some of it still crusted on the back of 
his wrist. 


How.... How had he fought it off? 


But between the warm blankets and the taste of tomato soup lingering on his tongue, sleep was 
doing a spectacular job of drawing him in. With the faint thought of ‘no other choice but to trust 
him’, and more questions than he had before he met the other boy, Will fell asleep. 


Noodles and Stuff 


Will woke up with a shuddering gasp, eyes snapping open and darting around the room. 


White walls, piles of junk, and a heap of blankets was all that looked back. Will slowly lowered 
himself back down into the couch, digging a finger into one of the comforter's holes. The warm 
cocoon of blankets seemed criminal to leave, when the sky outside was still black. 


Danny had vanished at some point in the night, but there wasn't much he could do about that, 
except wait for him to get back. It's not like he could tell if this was night or day, anyway. The 
distant moon never seemed to move in the sky. 


‘Speak of the devil’ he thought sleepily, drawing the blankets back up to his chin and planning to 
nap again. He could hear footsteps creaking the carpet outside, heralding the teen's approach. It 
was still surreal, the feeling of safety after... how long? Days? Weeks? He lost track a while ago. 


Even if the black-haired teen wasn't quite... human... he'd still saved him from the monster, and 
fed him, and gave him a place to sleep. 


There was a long moment of silence as Will waited for the rattle of keys and the door opening. 
How was he supposed to put that much gratitude into words? 


From the other side of the door, a long, rattling hiss made his blood freeze. 


Will sucked in a sharp breath, pulse jumping in his throat. The monster! It was here! He looked 
around wildly, trying to find a place to hide without making too much noise. 


Everywhere he looked, only junk piles stood out. Even if he did move something, it'd definitely 
make a loud clatter. Feeling helpless, Will gripped the edge of his blankets, watching the door 
knob with a horrified fascination. 


It twitched once and Will flinched at the accompanying whuffing noise, but the slow clicks and 
eerie murmure of the creature slowly shuffled away down the hallway. 


Heart pounding, he slipped out of the blanket and grabbed a long knife from one of the piles. He 
noticed the cast iron pan was free of any soup residue, and the candle wax had long since 
hardened. 


Will tucked himself behind a pile of plywood leaning against a wall in the kitchenette, terrified at 
every clank and clatter he made. What if the monster heard? He tried to quiet his own breathing, 
holding the knife at the ready and hoping there was enough room that he could flee if it really DID 
come back to find him. 


Long seconds ticked by. 

He adjusted his grip on the knife, arms starting to grow tired. 

All he could hear was his own breathing, and the thump of his own heartbeat in his ears. 
Ever-so-slowly, he lowered the knife. 


When nothing immediately jumped out at him, he leaned his head against the wall, weariness 
sucking at his bones again. Was he even safe here, or was he just getting lucky? 


Where was the strange teen anyway? 
Had he been eaten? 


Will lost himself to the meandering plans on what he'd do if Danny really had gotten eaten. He 
might try to set up base in this weirdly clean room. Use the scraps to make some traps and alarm 
systems. There was a lot of soup stockpiled, but... he'd have to make it back to his house from 
here, if he wanted to try and talk to his mom again. 


Maybe he could fashion some armor out of the metal? 


But... that wouldn't work. He was too small to use heavy armor. His body type was probably a 
chainmaille-and-leather kind of thing. 


His head shot up when he heard the door handle turn, whipping the knife up at the ready. 
A faint creak and the soft press of carpet, and the door swung open. 


Will strained his ears, but he couldn't hear footsteps. He could feel his fingers trembling around the 
handle of the knife, as a rustle of plastic knocked against something wooden. 


"Good morning! I found some more candles! Oh, hey, where-" 
Plastic crinkled louder, and Will was already lowering the knife in relief. 


"I'm here" He called out half-heartedly, shuffling out from under the plywood. Danny was already 
halfway through dumping a bag full of various candles onto the table. A second duffle bag looked 
stuffed to the gills, and Will shyly slipped over to tug curiously at the zipper. Thankfully, Danny 
didn't make a big deal about the way he had been hiding. 


Inside, was packed a ton more canned fruits and vegetables. Lots of soups, and some containers of 
spices, oils, and other non-perishables he remembered his mom buying in bulk whenever they were 
on sale. 


"Where did you get all these?" He wondered aloud. 


Danny gave him a smile that looked like he was forcing himself to be cheerful. - it felt out of place 
after the stress he had just waited through, and Will averted his gaze. 


"The grocery store on the corner gets more in pretty regularly. I've never seen it happen, but here 
we are." 


Long fingers plucked up several cans, stacking it in his arms before heading toward one of the 
piles. This happened several times, and Will still couldn't figure out the rhyme or reason to why he 
was making the piles he was. Noodles and cans of soda and vegetables in a pile over there, then 
different vegetables and a bunch of rice over there. A whole cupboard full of different kinds of 
pastas was already crammed full, and now Danny was making a new pile devoted entirely to- 


"That's a lot of tomato soup." 


"Hmm?" Danny glanced over his shoulder distractedly, before looking down at what was in his 
arms. "Oh, yeah, I guess it is. You seemed to like it, though." 


Will flushed, pulling out a box of Angel Hair noodles and tilting it to the side to watch the noodles 
slide around. 


"I was hungry." He muttered, quickly gathering some more noodles in his arm and bringing it to 
the noodle cupboard. 


"Ah! Not there!" 
He stopped, looking down at his arms. 
"What's wrong?" 


"Here, let me- I just-" Danny started pulling the boxes out of his arms, easily balancing them in one 
of his own. 


"I can help. Tell me where they go." The other boy slowed at his protest, looking a little 
embarrassed. 


"Right, sorry, I just..." He cleared his throat, stepping back. "They're organized by, uh... cook 
time. So, how many candles do I need to make it? The thick noodles like Penne and Lasagna go 
over there-" He gestured to the pile in the far corner. "And stuff like Angel hair goes in that pile." 


Danny dropped the blue box onto the aforementioned pile, tucking it against the wall. Will nodded. 
It made sense. 


"The cupboard is for... weird noodles like wheat, that I don't really like. I mean, I'll eat it if I have 
to, but I just don't like the taste, y'know?" 


Will couldn't help the smile creeping over his face. He didn't know if it was Danny's fumbling 
excuse to explain, or the idea that there really was reason within this giant mess. The flustered 
defensive expression reminded him of his brother. 


Will walked over and dumped some Lasagna in the proper pile. 
"So... What's in that pile?" 
"Random shit I found." 


That startled a snort out of him, which dissolved into stupid, relieved giggles. The teen seemed 
confused, but chuckled along, thankfully not commenting when the laughter started to gain a 
hysterical note, before petering out with a shuddering sigh. 


Alone Together 


The rest of the food had been put away easily, and the Will ended up slurping down several cans of 
sweetened fruit, in lieu of taking the time to heat something up. With his stress levels finally 
falling, Will let the teen usher him around, putting on an empty backpack and a grey hoodie 
without much thought. The sweater fit surprisingly well, the insides soft and fuzzy against his 
cheek - a higher quality sweater than he’d probably ever worn in his life. 


Danny handed him a pair of thick wool socks and a knit cap, both of which were pulled into place. 


The parts of his brain that were still functioning found the irony kinda funny. The first time he’d be 
able to wear luxury clothing was in a broken down world full of horrible things. Still, it was nice 
to have some relief against the cold air. Closed room or not, the apartment seemed uninsulated 
against the November chill setting in. 


“You wanna go back to sleep?” 


Will looked up, furrowing his brows, easily finding the blue lamps of Danny’s eyes in the 
darkness. 


“Why would I want to do that?” 


The glow flicked up, then back down at the small sewing kit he was fiddling with, pushing a thread 
through the eye of a needle, and drawing it quickly through to an appropriate length. 


“Well, it hasn't been long. I wasn’t gone all that long, and you seemed pretty freaked out when I got 
back. If you feel safer sleeping when I’m around, now’s a good time to get some rest.” He drew the 
thread up to his mouth, snapping it off with a glinting bite. 


“IT do wanna get that gun you mentioned, but we’ll need to wait until daylight anyway.” 
“Do YOU wanna sleep?” 


Will kicked his feet from where he sat on the couch, briefly reaching out with a thickly socked toe 
to poke the corner of the blanket Danny was about to work on. 


“Hmm, no, I’m good, thanks.” 
Will licked his lips, still tasting the sweet syrup from his can of peaches. 
“You... still haven’t eaten anything.” 


“Sure I have” The answer came easy, but Will still felt a curl of misgiving. “ While I was out, I had 
a can of soup.” There wasn’t any real reason to lie about that. But... Somehow it still felt like a lie. 
Danny pulled the extra blanket toward him, needle flashing little blue glints as he stitched up one 
of its holes. 


“When was the last time you slept?” 
The teen shrugged, not looking up from his repairs. 


“T don’t need much sleep.” He glanced up at Will again. “Seriously, you should get some rest. [ll 
wake you when I've finished everything.” 


Will frowned again, looking away. The comfort he had felt with Danny had quickly vanished into 
smoke, constant reminders of unnaturalness rubbing on his nerves. Was there a certain reason he 
wanted him to go to sleep? Last time, he had run off to get supplies, and sure that was nice, but it 
had still... the monster still showed up, in that short time. 


He curled his feet up onto the couch, fear creeping in that there might be something lurking in the 
dark space under it. Or... behind one of the piles, or in any of the innumerable shadows around the 
room. 


He felt time crawl along, sitting stiff and silent on the couch, watching Danny jump from hole to 
hole, mending the blanket. Will nestled his face down into the warm sweater again, eyes trailing 
over the teen’s thin white shirt and short sleeves. He recalled the coldcoldcold hands that had held 
his own, and the moments of unnatural stillness during their escape. 


He knew he should be more thankful, but he also had read way too many monster manuals about 
tricksters and slow-burn traps. What kind of resource did a creature like Danny need to survive, if 
not food? 


Fresh meat? 


He was strong enough to fight off one of the monsters, and had his own little den, full of useful 
human things. Human food that he didn’t even eat. 


“You sure you’re not hungry?” 


Danny shrugged one shoulder, bringing the blanket a bit closer to his face to knot off the end of a 
thread. 


“Maybe a bit thirsty, but I can grab something in a bit.” 


Will pushed himself off the couch, stuffing his trembling fingers into the fuzzy pouch on the front 
of his sweater. 


“Where do you keep the cups? I can get it.” 


“Oh, that’s nice of you.” Danny didn’t look up, but the pleased note was apparent in his voice. “In 
the cabinet up top, to the right of the sink.” 


Will fumbled through the darkness, sidestepping piles of junk as best he could. He still tripped over 
something that clattered loudly, and apologized several times under his breath as he stood atop 
some sort of crate to reach the glasses - the telephone laying prone on the floor. 


From the gallon of water he poured them both a glass, setting Danny’s beside him on the hard 
carpet before scooting back onto the couch himself. 


It was... actually a relief, when he watched Danny sip absently at the glass, draining it faster than 
Will did, fingers tracing over the mended blanket in search for any snags or further damage. 


“What happened to it, anyway?” 


“Ehh, I used it to try to get over a spiky-topped fence. My climbing skills aren’t the greatest, and I 
kinda tore the he-heck out of it.” He totally noticed the brief hesitation of an almost-swear. Will 
hummed to himself, leaning back against the couch and tilting his head back to try to imagine the 
sneaky teen being ungraceful. 


Between one breath and the next, he had drifted off to sleep. 


When he woke up, Will couldn’t help the tiny yelp, jerking into awareness with a small flail. 


The mended blanket had been draped over him, tucked in around the sides. Now that it didn’t feel 
like a smothering monster, it was... a nice gesture. 


A sound caught his attention, and Will found Danny shrugging on a thick camouflage jacket, and 
similarly colored backpack. Both stood out starkly against the white wall behind him. He pushed 
the blanket aside and stood up, stretching out cramping legs and appreciating the warmth caught 

under the new clothes. 


Danny glanced to the side, shooting him a soft smile. 
“Good morning, sleeping beauty.” 


Will stuck his tongue out before he could think to do otherwise, the exchange far too familiar with 
his brother’s habits. He sucked it in quickly, feeling embarrassed, and a bit resentful that the other 
teen had stolen that moment. 


An ache twisted in his upper chest, and it took a moment to realize it was lonliness. He missed his 
brother, and the feeling of safety in his own room. He missed mix tapes and the smell of old socks, 
and the way his brother would slouch around everywhere, except in the moments when he craned 
up on his toes to get the perfect angle on his beloved camera. 


When his brain finally came off autopilot, Danny was opening the front door with a candle lit in 
his hand, and Will felt fear zing through his stomach. 


“What are you doing?” He hissed, slinking to the side, out of sight of the doorway. 


In the warm light of a flame, those eyes didn’t seem so luminous, but no less eerie as they 
considered him. 


“You said you had a gun at some point, yeah? You shot it in this world?” 
Will nodded jerkily, and the teen opened the door wider. 


“Then we should find it again. All the other ones I’ve found had the springs rusted to uselessness.” 


“Can’t you just repair it, then?” His voice sounded weak in his own ears, and Danny quirked an 
odd expression. 


“Do you know how?” Will hesitated, glancing between Danny’s face and the still-open door. 
“There’s.... Books, right?” 
Green eyes blinked and widened, as if the idea honestly hadn’t occurred to him. 


“Yeah, I guess, but for now it’d be faster to just retrieve the already-working one. You don’t live 
too far away from here, right?” 


Will eyed the open door, shuffling away and picking up the long knife again. The monster tended 
to come and go quickly, but it didn’t seem to like giving up on prey. He probably wouldn’t be able 


to fight it in this little space, but it was better than nothing. 
The wariness and bitter loneliness bubbled up at Danny’s question, and he shook his head ‘no’. 


“T don’t know where ‘here’ is.” A lie. He’d ridden his bike down nearly every back alley and street 
this little town had. He just wanted Danny to close the friggin door. 


“Could you get back home from your fort thing? It’s not far.” 
He averted his eyes, shifting uncomfortably. 


“Can we... not go through the woods again?” The idea of having leaves crunching under his feet 
while something stalked him through the shadows was unappealing at best. 


Danny clicked his tongue, opening his mouth to say something before pausing, distracted. Will 
hunched his shoulders, uncomfortable with the unnatural stillness of the other boy. He jumped, 
letting out a startled yelp and flailing his knife when the teen suddenly slammed the door closed on 
a twisting, flexing clawed hand. The candle went tumbling to the carpet, spilling wax and snuffing 
itself out with a wisp of smoke. 


Will scurried backward, bumping into the couch and stumbling while Danny leaned heavily against 
the rough slamming and loud rattle of a door clearly being attacked from the outside. Even the 
walls seemed to vibrate with it, and Will wanted to cover his ears from the snarling whistles and 
snapping teeth hissing through the open crack. 


The grasping black hand managed to slip back out, the door finally snapped shut under the teen’s 
weight. Will felt his heart freeze in his chest at the rattling screech coming from just beyond the 
doorframe, the sound chilling his blood deeper than wind ever could. 


Danny didn’t seem phased, bracing his shoulder against the door. He yanked up his sleeve, raised a 
forearm to his mouth and made a quick jerking motion, wincing in pain. Will could hear the teen 
curse quietly, but the pounding and hissing had abruptly stopped. 


Green, glowing fluid leaked from a rough cut on the teen’s arm, covered quickly by pale fingers 
that rose to smear an ugly handprint across the door’s seam. Will followed several drops with his 
eyes as they curved down the slender wrist, dripping to age-yellowed carpet. 


His heart was still pounding in his chest, breath caught in his throat, but he couldn’t look away. A 
sort of... hum had filled the room, setting his teeth on edge. Will blinked. Swallowed. Even the 
tiniest movements somehow took a ton of willpower to accomplish, and he didn’t even notice when 
the teenager had abandoned his post at the front door, retrieving bandages from somewhere in the 
mess. 


Was he shaking? He couldn’t even tell... Where was the monster? 
It was too quiet. 
“Are you alright?” 


Will jerked, looking up to the concerned face hovering over him. He quickly looked back toward 
the door, feeling his hand shaking around the knife again. His knuckles ached from the strength he 
gripped it with, but letting go was inconceivable. 


“Hey, it’s fine, it’s- ah!” Will didn’t decide so much as he just reacted , slashing the knife 
sideways toward the lanky figure reaching for him. His blade didn’t make make a mark, but he saw 


it slide through the teenager’s forearm. Green was still leaking out of the other, but He didn’t bleed 
red . 


If the Monster Manual taught him anything, it was that nonhumans didn’t necessarily abide by the 
same laws and morals that humans did. The guy bit his own arm until it bled . How was he 
supposed to trust that something like that had a ‘no killing humans’ rule? Or even if it didnt, that it 
wasn’ t- That it wouldn’t- Was he even being helped, or was this a trap? How could- ... what 
should he...???? 


Will choked on his next breath, lungs catching in a painful wheeze, mind scattered as he held the 
knife out in front of him. It was getting hard to piece his train of thoughts together, and nothing 
made SENSE. 

“Hey, hey, calm down, it’s okay...” 


Danny was gesturing slowly with wide-open palms, watching him closely. Will had slipped off the 
couch, half-crouched over a rumpled blanket, face almost as pale as the night he was dragged into 
this awful place. 


He swallowed around the knot of fear in his throat. 
“Are you going kill me?” At least the teen had the grace to look surprised at the question. 


“Kill- Of course not!” He exclaimed, lowering his hands. The uncomfortable hum still hadn’t 
subsided. 


Will shifted, the tag on his hoodie itching a bit, but he refused to take his eyes off the being in front 
of him. Refused to lower the knife. 


“Look, I’m just trying to protect you. It’s easier to fight those things with long range weapon, and I 
kinda suck with spears, so we should find a gun, yeah?” 


“Why..did it run away from your blood?” He wished his voice hadn’t quivered, but the teen’s face 
didn’t change from worried concern. 


“Tt mainly hunts with smell and sound. I smell really bad to it, so it leaves me alone.” 


His tired arms slowly lowered the knife, heart still punching against the inside of his ribs. He 
watched the teen slowly, gingerly pull the blade from his fingers, tossing it with a clatter to the 
floor a few steps away. His mind was still whirling, confusion and fear making him sink down and 
shove himself against the couch, shivering harder than he could control. 


“Why are you helping me? What do you have to gain from this? Just... why?” 


His voice sounded wheedly, rasping as the adrenaline slowly drained out, replaced with a sort of 
scared resignation. He was caught between a monster and something that could kill monsters, and 
he didn’t know which one was the worse deal. Sure, the one outside would kill him, but Danny 
could... suck out his soul, or something. Feed off his misery and fear. Or maybe he was just 
feeding him to fatten him up for later. 


Danny pull the blanket off the floor, draping it over the smaller boy’s shoulders. Silence stretched 
on, but Will let it, closing his fingers around the blanket’s edges and hunching against the cold. 
His eyes never left Danny. 


The teen sat on the floor in front of him, crossing his legs and leaning his elbows on his knees. 


Danny paused, looking down at his hands, then back up again. “My friends back home say I have a 
weird hero-wannabe thing going on. I know this seems weird, and abrupt, and probably very 
scary.” He lifted his open palms in a helpless shrug. “And I know I’m probably not the most 
comfortable guy to hang around, but... You’re not the first person to get dragged into this place. 
From the pattern of things, you probably won't be the last.” 


A new Entry 


Will inhaled shallowly, every breath feeling too dry as he stared down the being sitting in front of 
him. 


“What do you mean, I’m not the first?” he rasped, the fingers still wrapped around a handle still 
trembling. Danny rubbed the back of his neck,, green blood (too bright, in the gloom) still sliding 
thick and viscous down his forearm, soaking into the dark green jacket’s sleeve. 


“T mean... they’re hunting people.” He sighed again, avoiding the younger boy’s eyes. “I've heard 
them, and’ve seen the aftermath, but never... until you, I could never get the chance to interrupt 
until it was already too late.” 


Will watched the teen’s slim fingers pick at the worn hem of his own jeans, tugging a thread loose 
from the weave and twisting it until it bunched up. 


“You tried though?” 


Danny nodded at the soft whispered prompt, pulling straight the thread again with a few smoothing 
motions. 


“How do I know you’re telling the truth?” 


He hated how wobbly his voice was, and his heart still thudded painfully against his ribs, a blunt 
rhythm reminding him how mortal he was. How breakable. 


“T dunno. No real way to tell, I guess. You could always stay here, and give me directions and I 
can try to find your gu-” “-NO!” Danny blinked at the outburst, and Will shrank back from his 
terrified lean, tucking his chin back into the blanket. He stared at the floor, chewing on the inside 
of his cheek. The last trembles were beginning to fade from his fingers, but even Danny’s casual 
posture couldn't stop the tense nervousness from pulling his muscles into tight knots. 


“T mean, what if it comes back? I just... “ He stared at the carpet, shoulders straining with tension 
despite the warm sweatshirt half drowning him in warmth. Please don’t leave me alone . “I wanna 
go with you.” 


“You sure?” 
He nodded, and heard Danny sigh. 
“This isn’t an adventure, you know. You’d be safer in here.” 


Will shook his head. The soft hoodie brushed his cheek, and Will reached up to tug the hood up 
over his head. His stomach rumbled, and he realized that he could just grab something to eat, if he 
wanted. There was no fear that he'd be denied food, or put back out in the cold. The thing-that- 
looked-like-a-teen had just... given him the couch and blankets, no questions asked. Had gone out 
of his way to collect the kind of soup he liked, and found a sweater that fit him. 


Creepily inhuman or not, Danny HAD looked after him. They were weird partners in this weird 
world. They had to have each other’s backs. 


“Splitting up the party is always a bad idea.” Immediately, he felt foolish, and reflexively waited 
for the expected ‘Nerd’ insult thrown his way. 


“Party?” 

Will shrank a little into his blanket. 

“Like.... In D&D....” 

Danny's slowly split into a wide grin 

“Oh my god, you're a nerd.” 

Will ducked his face, looking away. He shouldn’t have said anything- 


“Nononono,” Danny quickly corrected, waving his splayed hands. “That’s totally a good thing! 
Makes things so much easier to explain! What edition are you on? D&D, right?” 


Will watched him out of the corner of his eye. There were other editions? 
“First.” 

“Cool, cool, What was your character?” 

Will turned to face him a bit more. 

“... Wizard.” 


Danny nodded, muttering to himself. “...probably not a bard, or wizard, I punch too much for that, 
maybe a cleric? Nah, too holy- Ah!” Danny patted a fist into his open palm, looking up. 


“T’m basically a Druid, without the animal shapeshifting or summoning stuff. My element is 
primarily ice, but I’ve got some cool plasma stuff as well, and I can phase through stuff if I know 
it’s coming.” Will’s eyes widened, mouth falling open slightly. “Questions?” 


“What....But what are you? You can’t be human.” 
Danny hesitated. Will stared at him, curious expression slowly morphing into wariness. 


“Shoot, sorry, ’m used to hiding it around people. Not a great option in this place, huh? So, um- 
Okay.” He watched the teen take a slow breath, leaning back against the floor in a casual sprawl 
like they hadn’t just been attacked a few minutes earlier. 


“People around my hometown called “em Ghosts, but they’re more like DnD Wraiths.” He saw 
Will tense up again, and waved his hand. “Don’t worry, it’s not a direct comparison. They don’t 
eat- Well, some of them do, but I don’t. Hm, this isn’t really helping, is it?” 


The mournful question actually did more to calm the boy than anything else that had been said so 
far. 


“So you’re a Wraith?” 


“Half!” Danny grinned, raising a finger. “Only half. More like...uh....” He paused, trying to think 
of a good way to link it back to DnD. “My parents were trying to open a portal to another plane, 
and I got stuck at the halfway point, and it zapped me with a bunch of energy from that plane, so 
now I’m sorta... infused with it. I still have my human mind, but...some extra stuff, too.” 


“Oh.” 


Danny watched the kid mull that over, listening to something large crunch through the leaves 
outside. Still on the hunt, huh? 


“So, since you’re just half, that’s how you can do the other magic stuff?” 


He nodded. 

“Assuming you’re telling the truth...” Will began, the knife gently resting across one of his knees. 
“And this isn’t an elaborate trap to eat me or something...” Danny stuck out his tongue, a little sad 
that the boy didn’t echo the gesture. He could see from the focused expression that the kid’s mind 
was churning furiously, trying to make the connections and suspnd enough doubt to believe that the 
explaination was real. 


“Assuming all that... How come you’re helping me? What do you have to gain? And why are you 
here?” 


“Dude, I’m Chaotic Good. Or Neutral good. Haven’t parsed it out. Either way, I don’t want to hurt 
people, and I definitely don’t want kids getting eaten by creepy rotten monsters.” He nodded his 
head decisively, ignoring the faint scrape of long claws scaling the side of the building, passing 
their floor and reaching the roof. It made the hair on the back of his neck stand on end, that it was 
focusing so much on their location, but it couldn’t really be helped at this point. 


“You didn’t say why you’re here.” 


Danny blew a small raspberry at the question, laying back on the ground - trusting the wary boy 
wouldn’t stab him while he was vulnerable. 


“T didn’t plan to end up trapped. This little world - it shouldn’t exist. It’s wrong . I stumbled across 
it because everyone else was avoiding the hell out of it, and once I got in, I couldn’t get out. It’s 
gross and I’m pretty sure those monsters are the reason I’m having such a hard time of things. So! I 
wanna blast the heck out of them, and blast a way out, and get you home, then blast this creepy 
trap to smithereens.” 


“You can do that?” 
“Huh?” 
“You can blow up... a whole world?” Danny tilted his head, still looking at the ceiling. 


“This isn’t a whole world, you know. It’s a weird pocket of rot where there shouldn’t be anything. 
Like...something died in one of the universe’s pores and we’re stuck in the worst ingrown hair 
ever. I found it from the Ghost Zone, and from finding actual people here, it looks like it’s 
connected to the real world as well. Er- the human world.” 


Will considered him, tapping the blunt side of his knife on the side of his wrist. 
— You said ‘those monsters’ like, plural.” 

Danny frowned, then nodded. 

“Pretty sure there’s more than one. At least.” 

“Oh.” 


Will shivered, glancing toward the window. The fog still snaked fluid through skeleton branches, 
autumn leaves laying thick across the earth. Just one of those things was terrifying to think about. 


“They don’t seem to coordinate at all.” Danny offered, unprompted. “And they’re more likely to 
fight than not, if they do meet. If that makes you feel any better.” 


“Maybe a little.” Not much, though. Will couldn't stop himself from twitching at every noise from 
beyond the walls of this room, but... now that panic wasn't gripping his thoughts, logic said 
Danny... probably wasn't trying to kill him. 


Danny craned his neck to examine the wound on his arm, the green glow of the fluid having 
slowly drained of light while they spoke. He rubbed at the mark, and most of it flaked away, 
leaving only a red and green jagged line, where his teeth had dug in. 


Wasn’t trying to kill him, Will reminded himself, shoving back the reflexive unease at knowing 
Danny’s teeth were far sharper than a person’s had any right to be. Half Wraith was still half 
human, right? Wraiths were... well, creepy for one thing. So that fit, at least. 


But Wraiths fed on Life Force. They weakened in sunlight. They certainly didn't have Druid 
elemental powers, so maybe that was the human side? But how did Danny even know about 
D&D? It was weird in the first place having a teenager know about that enough to actually 
describe things at that level. 


Unless he was somehow reading his mind to try to trick him? 
“So, you going to stay here or not?” 
Will looked up, tugging his sleeves lower to cover his knuckles. 


“N-no, I want to come.” Danny nodded, checking his wound one last time before climbing to his 
feet. 


“Don't expect anything crazy from me.” He warned “most of my powers are a lot weaker than I'd 
like.” Danny frowned, still not sure why that was. 


Will licked his lips, standing up and adjusting his grip on the knife, not terribly happy with how 
small his own hands seemed. 


“So, can you, like, show me some of your magic?” He shrugged a shoulder, trying to be 
nonchalant. 


Danny chuckled. 


“How about when we get back, you can make me a monster manual entry?” He tugged his green 
stained sleeve down, offering a little grin. 


The door still loomed ominously, and Will felt tiny tremors crawling up his spine as Danny 
unlocked it again, the faint creak of hinges sending fear spiraling without any true effort. 


The gloom outside, when compared to their messy little safe haven, seemed to make his teeth ache 
from the *broken, rotted* feeling that oozed from it. 


He hadn't even stepped outside, but he already looked forward to getting back. 
“Ready?” 


Green eyes still bobbed like twin lanterns, but the wry grin and sharp little canine felt... almost 


reassuring. 


He might be in a world of monsters, but at least one of them was in his corner. 


.. tight? 


Home away from Home 


The first step out into the hallway was gut-wrenchingly terrifying. 
The first step into the gloomy morning even more so. 


Still, if the chance for finding his way out of this world and back into his own - if this was what 
needed to be done, he’d do it. 


The two of them moved carefully through the infested world, skirting rusted cars and vine- 
wrapped light posts, carefully brushing away spiderwebs that sounded fleshy when the strands 
snapped. Brick and metal lay twisted and scattered across cracked pavement. Windows seemed to 
watch them with hidden eyes and a pressure of knowing that felt more like a breath being held in 
anticipation than true silence. He found himself flinching at shadows, stepping as close to Danny as 
he could without actually treading on the teen’s heels. Everything in the city seemed to pulse 
wetly, gleaming despite the choking fog and delicate spores that drifted and settled on his 
shoulders and hair. 


Will ignored them for the most part, until he noticed Danny’s coat wasn’t even touched by the pale 
dust that gathered like magnetic snow to his coat. As they ducked behind a hedge, Will paused to 
examine them closer. It took a beat, but he realized with mounting horror that the fuzz he had 
mistaken as a seed’s puff was actually slender little legs, slowly waving in his direction like a 
bug’s antennae. With a startled gasp that he tried to silence into an alarmed hiccup, Will quickly 
brushed them out of his hair, shaking his head like a dog and quickly patting his arms free as well. 
He twisted around, trying to crush the ones that had landed along his neck, turning his hood 
inside-out and flapping it frantically. 


Ice suddenly shot through his bones, body seizing up with a Cold that seemed to crawl past his 
flesh and into his very soul. The tiny spores leapt away, lifting up into the still air as if a magnet 
had just been switched on, repulsing them all at once. 


Will caught a glimpse of his hand, pale blue and almost translucent before Danny removed his 
palm from his shoulder, tugging the hood over his hair and straightening Will’s jacket with an 
apologetic expression. 


“Forgot they did that, sorry.” 


Will shivered, the deep cold only fading slightly as he tucked his hands inside his sleeves, shoving 
them into his pockets for good measure. He took a slow breath, trying to ignore the sudden 
crawling, itching sensation on his scalp and neck. 


“Was that one of your powers?” 


Danny offered a small smile and a nod, waving away a stubborn spore that tried drifting back onto 
Will’s hood. 


“T’ve gotta follow you, you know. I don’t know where your house is.” 


He exhaled slowly, swallowing and giving a determined nod. The streets still oozed with darkness 
despite the supposed ‘morning’, but he knew where he was. This was his town. 


This time, when they set forward, Will led the way, trying to remember that the creatures could 
climb onto rooftops, and operated by sound and scent. It was nerve-wracking like nothing else to 


stalk down the middle of the street, carefully stepping over half-rotted whatever-it-was and edging 
around the remains of what might have been a car. 


He nearly tripped when a voice seemed to whisper in his ear, like a breath of a word was uttered as 
a person brushed past him. 


“Did you hear that?” 


A hand on his back gently urged him forward, both of them wincing slightly when his foot shuffled 
loudly through a dense pile of leaves. 


“Keep moving.” 


Will nodded, giving their surroundings a furtive glance and pulling his hood a little tighter around 
his face. The streets grew more and more familiar, suburbia fading into the half-wooded street that 
led to his home. A winding, roundabout path, but it didn’t cut through the dense forest or taller 
buildings he normally would have squeezed past. The risk of being jumped on from above was one 
even Danny seemed wary of. 


His home was... 


Ugly, in this world. There was no other word for it. The same wretched vines had latched onto 
every wall, lined the window, and crept into the spaces between shingles of the roof. His heart, 
almost used to the quiet tension of the foggy landscape seemed to jump to attention. Will raised a 
sleeve, muffling his suddenly too-loud breaths into the soft cloth. 


“Where’d you leave it?” 


He looked up, ducking slightly when he realized Danny’s arm was poised half-hovered over his 
shoulders, like he was shielding from something - green eyes intent on something at the treeline 
behind his house. 


“Just outside the shed around back.” He whispered into the cloth, inhaling a slow breath. “There’s 
extra shells inside the shed, on the table. I- I dropped a lot of them when I started running. I think 
Mom keeps some extra ones on top of the fridge, but her gun always stayed outside.” 


In the distance, with a tinny sort of ring like the sound was coming through a telephone line, he 
heard something like the low roll of thunder. Danny nodded tightly, keeping his eyes pinned to the 
treeline as the two of them slipped toward his porch, and into his house. 


Worn brass felt rusted, flaking grit off into his palm as the knob turned and creaked open. Will 
licked his lips, grateful when Danny stepped in before him, scouting the house with slow, 
meticulous steps. Nothing popped out at them, nothing suddenly collapsed or exploded or grew 
teeth to tear his arm off. Despite the spongy rot bubbling up between old floorboards, and the 
strange foamy ooze that seemed to have slid and hardened against the wallpaper, the inside felt- 


Well, not normal, really. It was still a disgusting reflection of reality, but feeling this - seeing the 
familiar furniture and walls did a lot to calm the terrified thudding of his heart. 


“T’m going to try to find the gun. You-” Danny trailed off, turning back to watch Will rub his 
sweating palms off on his jeans, hand on the back door. The teen glanced back to the forest, then 
stepped back into the house, surveying the kitchen, then the living room. Danny opened a few 
cupboards, finally deciding on the cupboard to the side of the couch. He lifted his arm, tugging his 
sleeve up in a gesture Will recognized would result in a bloody bite. 

Will quickly looked away. He absently picked the phone off the hook to distract himself, listening 


for a dial tone. A flash of movement in the corner of his eye caught his attention, and he slowly 
turned toward the back door. 


A low, rumbling growl purred out from behind the door, knob slowly turning. 
Will gasped, flailing a little as hands swept up under his armpits, spinning him around. 


“Alright, inside. Be quiet.” 

Will stumbled to his knees, crawling into the green-streaked cupboard, curling up tightly and 
twitching a little as he heard the door creak open just before the cupboard doors softly shut him in 
darkness. 


Hope and Holidays 


Cold static whispered through his ears, the throb of blood pulsing over his brain making every 
other moment half-muted in his ears. Danny’s soft footsteps pressed into the crackling carpet, the 
rasping breath of the creature slowly approaching. 


Will couldn’t tell exactly what was going on, but he knew they were in the same room, and Danny 
had shuffled close enough to the cupboard that he blocked out the sliver of dim light peeking into 
his hiding space from between the doors. 


“Hey there, ugly.” The monster creaked back warningly at Danny’s low voice, the hiss slithering 
down Will’s spine like a cold finger. 


“How about we take this outside?” 
A floorboard creaked, and the cupboard shifted just slightly when Danny bumped against it. 
“No? Alright, suit yourself.” 


Something sharp and electric pierced through the haze, setting Will’s teeth on edge like the scrape 
of metal on a glass plate. He flinched, and the scream of the creature only worsened the full-body 
twitch. 


He heard Danny bark a half-aborted word, and the wet slap of something fleshy striking something 
else. Heavy thumps of footsteps retreated, and the cold chitter followed until the back door slapped 
against the side of the house, then again into its frame. Will held himself tightly curled in the dark, 
waiting. 


Breathing. 
He couldn’t hear anything, but that didn’t really mean anything, did it? 


Some small part of him urged to get up - to find somewhere safer than a rickety old table that had 
seen better days. He listened hard, but could hear nothing. Not even the wind in branches was 
audible past his forcefully soft breaths. Will swallowed, raising his hand delicately and carefully - 
carefully! - pushing the cupboard door open. 


Just a crack. 
Just enough to peer around the living room and listen hard to the complete lack of sound. Alright. 


He crept out, hands shaking more than he’d be proud to admit, and edged across the empty space 
until he he could get into the hallway. He flicked the light switch without even thinking, and a 
sound-feel sort of ‘pop’ bounced through the back of his head. He frowned, flipping the light down 
and up again. 


The pop was louder, and skipped along the wires like echoes in a dark cave. 


Will wandered down the hall, brushing his fingers over the lamp and feeling it ‘pop’ as well. 
Something.... Something strange pulled him toward his room. Some spot of warmth, or movement 
in the air. He looked around, swatting at some lacy spider webs hanging from the ceiling as he 


brushed his fingers over a lamp to feel-hear the little ‘pop’ once more. His tape player popped and 
‘hummed’ if he could call it such a thing. There was this sort of... energy, sizzling on the edges of 
his senses. Like the careful reach to cup a flying firefly without hurting it, he could almost keep the 
sparks alive by thinking about them. 


Still, the feeling of the room persisted. 
What was...? There! 


A spot on the wall seemed to glow faintly orange, almost... breathing. The cobwebs and delicate 
membranes around it wavered with each slow inhale and exhale. Through it, he could almost hear- 


“will?” 


Will clenched his fists, looking anxiously at the door, at his window, then back at the strange spot 
on the decaying wall. He flexed his fingers, sidling up toward it and tentatively hovering his hand 
over the strange spot. It was... noticeably warmer, there. He could almost smell cheap detergent 
and his mom’s perfume, or maybe he could actually smell it. 


“Will?” His mom’s voice again, he knew he wasn’t imagining it! 


Will’s fingers twitched slightly, and then he pushed forward, fingers splayed against the strange 
give of something that should have been solid. Membranes stretching with horrible fleshy twanging 
noises, and the slow increase in heat before- 


A scream split the air, and Will yanked his hand back, curling it like lightning to his chest and 
stumbling over himself to dive for the closet. Footsteps were faint, but audible as they fled. What 
just- What had happened? 


He curled in the wet darkness of the closet, flexing the fingers that, for a moment, had been warm 
again. He hesitated several times, ears still straining for evidence that it hadn’t been an elaborate 
trick - that whoever had screamed really wasn’t attracting the monster. 


When nothing immediately jumped out at him, Will carefully stood again. He didn’t even have to 
touch his tape player to flick the ‘spark’ alive again, and the lamp seemed just as happy to pop 
back to life. The room was still dark. Still terrifying, but... with the life humming through it in a 
weird, distant way, it also felt... 


A bit like safety. A bit like home. 


Will listened to the faint breathing of the wall, keeping the sparks alive just for the heck of it for 
several more minutes, before a deep sort of exhaustion started pulling at him. The passage of time 
felt so unreal, and he didn’t really notice as the cold, shivery feeling started to return. Numbness 
creeping up his fingertips, breaths starting to appear in serrated gasps. 


He finally let go of the warmth, the spark of life in his electronics. He crawled back into the 
closet, closing the doors and tucking himself into a corner in a frail attempt to warm up and, 
maybe, get some more sleep. He still had to wait for Danny to come back. Still needed that gun, 
right? 


Where had he gone, anyway? 


His breaths started to even out and without realizing, Will had fallen asleep. 


“Will? Oh Will, sweetheart, wake up.” 


His mom’s voice was warm, the touch on his cheek comforting. He could see his brother leaning 
against his doorframe, a small smile half-hidden by shadows. Warm lights blanketed his room in a 
loving glow, his mom’s smile practically angelic, dark curls highlighted in bronze and gold. 


“Tt’s Christmas...” 


He pushed himself upright, a yawn threatening the muscles of his jaw as he tried to pull himself out 
of the soft, warm cocoon of blankets still beckoning him toward sleep. His mom stood, stepping to 
the side as he kicked away his blankets and slid to the floor. 


The carpet sank plush under his toes, soft in a way he didn’t recall it ever being. The wallpaper 
seemed fresh and perfect, the golden glow of the hallway perfectly devoid of any pools of shadow 
that their lamps normally lent. 


Through the window, he saw the morning sun cast a pale echo of light over rotting vines and 
decayed trees sprawled over their driveway. A fine web of spider silk fluttered in a nonexistent 
breeze, and a dark shape crept through the fog. 


It was alright, though. 
It was Christmas. 


Some half-aware part of his brain knew it was a dream, but the smell of nutmeg and warm vanilla 
beat out the smell of rot and fear sweat any day. He trailed his fingers over a pine tree, watching 
absently as it shed needles into the soft carpet. 


“Don’t you want to open your presents?” He smiled up at his brother, accepting the small package 
and carefully picking at the tape. He laughed when Jonathan bumped their shoulders together, 
obediently tearing the newspaper open. He opened the box, and plucked the cassette from the top. 


He flipped it over, the letters swimming in his vision, but he knew what they said. The Clash. Judas 
Priest, Foreigner. The mix tape his brother had made for him. He turned to ask if he’d extended the 
list, but the tape changed in his hand. He blinked down at the cold plastic sitting in his palm, the 
glint of metal and a harsh chemical smell overwhelming the smell of christmas. 


“Will?” His mom’s voice was soft, worried in his ear. 


When he looked up, Jonathan was gone. The trappings of christmas were gone. The golden glow 
was fading fast, wood and wallpaper warping under crawling vines that sprawled and dug into any 
surface it could reach. Green fluid leaked between his fingers, oozing out from the box cutter in his 
hands. A too-familiar rattle-hiss crawled past the living room’s window pane. 


A speck of green dripped to the floor. 


A speck of something dripped onto his cheek. Warm. 
He looked up. 


He saw- 


Will jerked with a gasp, the darkness of the cupboard still surrounding him, the chemical smell of 
Danny’s blood still sharp. A faint spot of glow caught his eye, and Will twisted carefully to peer at 
his shoulder. Green smeared in a rough handprint across the back of his jacket, and he tried to 
blame his strange dream on that. 


The heart throbbing in his throat would beg to disagree. 


He ruffled his hair, feeling marginally better but still awfully cold. Danny had helped by bringing 
out a fire, right? With... a wire and a battery. He lit some candles. 


Oh, but the smell would attract the creatures, wouldn’t it? 


His stomach twisted strangely, and with a pang Will realized it was probably hunger. He stood up 
as quietly as he could in the dark space, cracking his closet door open. He edged out, eyeing the 
sudden plethora of lamps all over his room. What on earth...? 


Realization suddenly sparked. 
His mom. 

That’s who screamed. 

That’s who said his name. 


He slid back against the edge of his closet, staring up at the lamps with sightless eyes. This 
wasn’t... 


He wanted to laugh, or- cry, or something. Danny had been telling the truth. The world wasn’t this 
awful place, it was just... somewhere else. Some other dimension, and his real dimension was fine. 
He could hear them - could feel the warmth of it, through the strange wall. 


There was still hope. 


Wizardry 


Will hovered for a long time in front of the shivering, living spot on the wall, listening to his 
mother's voice sob in another world. 

She asked questions - of course she did - but the shiver-pop he'd felt when he touched the lamps 
apparently not showing as strongly with each new touch. He couldn’t.... No matter what he tried, 
he couldn’t seem to answer her questions through the lights. The flickering was too random for him 
to control. 

She believed in him. Though he spoke, then shouted, then screamed into the slowly-closing weak 
spot between the words, he could tell that she was aware of him, even if she didn’t respond to his 
words. The fleshy barrier in the wall finally closed, scarring over with ooze and vines in front of 
his eyes. 


Will stayed in his room for a long time, trying desperately to sink his hand into the scar, to try to 
force the ‘ping’ to happen again. Sometimes, it worked. Most of the time, it didn’t, and the only 

feeling he could get from the other side was a persistant feeling that of course his mom was still 

there, she’d never leave him . 


He pulled the knit hat down lower on his head, tightening the warm sweater Danny had given him. 
His fingers were almost painfully cold, and holding his knuckles to his neck almost felt like 
burning. Will gave one last longing look at the spot in the wall - at the place he’d been able to hear 
his mom. 


Finally, he gave into the aching cold, and scuffled through the house toward the kitchen. 


He found the batteries easily enough, candles were next to the batteries, and scrounging for wire 
was easier than he thought it’d be. The cherry-red pinprick of light seemed to call to him, and the 
first time the wick caught ablaze sent a wash of satisfaction and comfort through his soul. He 
cradled the little candle in his palms, a tiny smile pricking at his lips. The biting cold fled his 
fingers and cheeks, air clearing a weight from it that he didn’t even realize had been there. 


He didn’t know how long he’d been standing there, half hypnotised by the flame, but he was aware 
enough to jerk out of it when he heard a rustle of leaves outside the back door. Will padded back to 
the cupboard as quietly as he could, wedging himself back inside and gently blew out the candle. 
The curl of smoke vanished into the darkness as he closed the doors behind him, savoring the last 
of the quiet peace it offered him. 


He closed his eyes, slowing his breaths and trying to just... wait. 


The whistle-creak of a monster’s groan croaked outside the back door, but the rustling leaves 
passed on, leaving the house alone. 


He waited. 


His breaths felt too loud, so he slowed them, gentled them. His felt a faint chill, and shifted around 
to tuck his knees up, stretching his sweater to pull it over his legs, resting his head down on them. 


He waited. 


Sometimes he heard soft echoes of movement, like a voice murmured two rooms over. The barrier 
must be thin here - for him to hear so much of the other world. He almost heard words at times, 
different voices. He recognized his mother’s, her intonation, the soft rasp of her voice. 


He waited. 


He hummed the songs he knew, stumbling the words and repeating them until he could get them 
right. When a monster sounded like they were approaching, he silenced himself, eyes closed, ears 
open. 


He waited. 


He lit the candle again, what felt like hours later - though it could have been minutes, or days. 
Everything seemed to flow together in the darkness. Even in the soft, warm light cast by the flame, 
time seemed to ooze past him. Yet, the world seemed just a little but clearer as well. Cleaner. He 
didn’t know if it was a dream or his actual ears, but the voices-from-another-room seemed to clear 
just a bit more, until he felt like he was eavesdropping outside a room where the walls were just 
barely too thick to do it properly. 


Ding! 


The sound jerked him out of his haze, a bell cut through the stillness and resonated breezily into 
silence. Will pushed his way out of the cupboard, blinking as he realized everything had changed 
again. Furniture had been shoved around, and... lights, of all things, had been put up around the 
room. 


Around the house, actually, christmas lights were strung from corner to corner, looping low 
enough that he’d be able to brush against them easily. Nothing at all like his mom’s normal light 
touch. 


Will crept up to stand, reaching up to brush a hand against one of the lights. They looked....clean, 
somehow. New. When he touched it, he felt the little ‘click-pop’ of it twitch through his teeth. 


Will furrowed his brows, tracing his fingers over them as he walked through the house. Something 
about them.... The longer he touched them, the more they hummed, until he could feel their little 
shudders even when he wasn’t touching them anymore. 


Will stared at one dead, blue-colored plastic bulb, feeling the life behind it. The electricity, a spark 
he could hold in place. 


A spark he WAS holding in place. 
Oh wow. 


Will looked up to a light far above him, reaching out and trying - feeling - it popped, hummed, and 
steadied. His smile grew, and he stepped carefully toward his room, waking up each bulb along the 
way, something in him straining to hold them alive, but managing nonetheless. He couldn’t see the 
light, but he could feel it. He knew it was there, in the real world. 


A laugh bulbbling up in his throat, he realized this was it! He could try to communicate like this! 
Will rushed into his room, spotting the lights and pointing at them, reaching out with his heart and 
blooming each bulb to life. They didn’t flicker, perking up and dimming at his command. 


He really did laugh, the excitement singing and bouncing along with his step as he climbed up on 
the bed, finger swinging one way and the other, back and forth around the half-circle of lamps to 
command them like- 


He was a wizard! He could do cross-dimensional MAGIC! This was so cool. 


The corner caught his eye, the small scar pulsing quietly, orange light dully visible through the 
small slit that had opened up. It had to be a portal. He’d felt his hand push through, and his mom 
had screamed - she’d seen it on the other side! Will hopped down from the bed with a thump, 
rubbing his palms together nervously. A few strides brought him to the living wall, and he reached 
out. 


His palm settled against the warm, shifting flesh. It must have been flesh, he didn’t know anything 
else that twitched and relaxed like that. He pushed gently, and it eased in under his hand. He was a 
wizard. He could do cross-dimensional magic. He could do THIS. He could just push his way back 
into the real world, and everything would be fine again. 


A low growl, and Will jerked his hand back, otherwise freezing stiffly where he stood. 


A dark shape passed in front of his window, hunched over and human-shaped, a thick, bulbous 
head swinging around blindly. Flaps opened up, like a flower unfurling, and he was close enough 
to see the red mouth opening wide - far, far too wide, shuddering as it inhaled. No - as it scented 
for him . 


Will held still, watched it lean over into a four-legged crouch, shambling away with a gait far too 
human, and far too inhuman for comfort. 


His hand was still half-outstretched as the murmur of voices faded and the scar relaxed and closed 
again before his eyes. 


...Oh. 
It opened when... one of those things was close. 
That made an uncomfortable amount of sense. 
He eyed the scar, drawing his hand to his chest. 


But... the barrier was still thin, here. He could still hear the soft voices - less understandable now, 
and when he concentrated, he could tell the volume was fading slowly... 


The fire! The flame had always made him feel better, more real . The voices seemed louder after a 
flame, and the first time he heard the weird echo was after leaving Danny’s place - after holding a 
candle for the first time. 


Will straightened, glancing again out the window before marching back toward the cupboard 
where he’d left the candle. The make-shift lighter still hung heavy in his pocket. 


He had electricity. He had fire. 


He was a friggin Wizard, and he had a plane to jump. 


He would Protect 


Were they still hunting him? He couldn't tell. They'd seemed repulsed by the very scent of his 
blood, yet dogged his steps regardless. 


Danny panted, ectoplasm dripping down his wrist and into a bucket of white paint. He stirred it in 
with a brush, leaning his forehead against the disgusting wallpaper and trying to steady himself 
from the blood loss. 


How long had he been there? 


He painted the room in broad strokes, cutting himself with each new bucket, the haze cut through 
by ectoplasm and cold pain. White paint spattered the musty carpet, dripped down his arm, stung 
like fire in the long gash he’d given himself. 


It was fine. It would heal. 


He could feel their sightless gaze on him, bared his teeth at them through the wide windows of the 
room he’d claimed. They hung in the branches, long limbs outstretched, bodies crouched and 
coiled and ready to spring. He closed the windows, bristling as their faces snapped open into a 
dozen mouths screaming enough to make the glass shiver under his palms. . 


The fog swallowed them, and Danny breathed in paint fumes and exhaustion. 


In the distance, too close, far too close, he could feel the walls of this rotted place ripple. Like the 
Lair of a ghost disturbed, it shivered and focused inward, and the creatures aborted their 
harassment of his room to investigate. Danny just continued to hoard things, books, food, supplies. 
Anything he could think of. 


He just had to survive. It’d been enough time that he’d tried to fly to the edge of the town, trying to 
see how far the rot spread. But... like a dome, or a bit of the universe curving in on itself, the forest 
he flew out of just turned into the forest he flew into , and all roads out of the city led back into it. 


He’d leveled part of the forest with his own screams, tearing apart two of the bony, rotted creatures 
with his bare hands. 


It was so cold. 


He investigated the ripples, chased down the creatures as they fled to its source. Deep into the 
bowels of a building just as torn apart as the rest of the world. They ignored him when it called, 
and he slinked close enough to see them surround a gaping hole in the wall. Close enough to watch 
a man push through the fleshy barrier. 


A human! 


He was in a bulky safety suit, a light sweeping the area, staticky voices asking questions on his 
radio. Behind him, a chain dragged loud and heavy. 

The creatures were silent, poised, waiting for some silent sign. His light swept over them, and 
Danny realized he probably didn’t recognize them as anything but part of the scenery. 


He stood without thinking, stepping forward and reaching out to call to him. To tell him to go back 
inside. To run . 


The light snapped up to him, caught his eyes (glowing, green) and his pose (hand outstretched, 
pointing?) and Danny watched the realization and horror bloom on his face before he could even 
speak, the light shuddering for just a moment as the creatures swarmed in on him, mouths opening 
like countless flowers, teeth gripping and worrying and fearing . 


“No!” 


He’d tried jumping in, ectoblasts lighting up his fists, burning the dark flesh of the creatures, but 
there were too many of them, and they turned on him just as quickly. He felt their shrieks just as he 
felt their teeth split open his skin, ragged furrows opening up over his neck and shoulder in neat 
triangles - in the shape of those fleshy petals. They reared back, never taking more than one bite, 
but there were plenty of them. A few “just one bite”s was far too many. 


Danny retreated, intangibility weak and flickering, invisibility doing the same. His blood left a 
glowing trail back up the building’s many floors, a few of the, doglike versions of the creatures 
following him back up. 


They chittered at him, but hung back once he passed the heavy metal gates. 
Danny barely made it back to his apartment, barely managed to shut the door before his mind 
faded into senseless exhaustion. 


He couldn’t sleep. 
He would heal. 


He still dreamed of the man’s screams as he was torn apart. 


Danny really should reign in the hero complex. 


This time, he’d been able to dive in before they’d killed the suited man. Acting fast enough to 
break his tether and steal him away. Not fast enough to prevent injury. 


The man bled behind them as Danny dragged him through the fog, and he could hear the creatures 
on their heels. If he turned, he could see the dogs padding just inside the mist’s swirling visibility. 
If he turned, he could have watched the humanoid ones leaping from tree to tree, or lumbering 
between the trunks like deformed apes, half-galloping, half-skipping, always tracking them. 


He didn’t turn. 


He dragged the man up to his apartment, patched the bites to his neck, leg, as best as he could. The 
man shook in fear every movement Danny made, flinching at every glance. Soft words did little to 
soothe him, and the only time he left the apartment, he was welcomed back by a baseball bat to the 
face. 


He’d felt his skull break, awareness sticking around just long enough to listen to the man limp out 
the door. 


Just long enough to kick the door closed, and to hear the man’s screams join the rattling ones that 
rose up to greet him. 


He would heal. 


He always did. 


And he almost didn’t. 


A week later, and the majority of his powers hadn’t returned. His healing had slowed. The energy 
for shields and flight and even his screams, had peetered out. Survival now included conserving his 
energy, carefully figuring out what he could and couldn’t eat. 


The rot of it turned his stomach, and after a hopeful can of canned sausages, he spent several hours 
puking out his guts until black chunks spattered the ground far below his apartment window. One 
of the creatures slunk up to investigate, and he bitterly spit the last of his stomach on their head. It 
startled and growled at him, and he snapped the window shut. 


He would heal. 


His travels were far careful after that. Edging around the creatures became habit. In a one-on-one 
fight, he found he could still take them- His hands were still strong enough to pierce their rotted 
skin, and if he conserved his energy, an ectobolt or two wasn’t out of the realm of possibility. 


Eating hurt , even when he stuck to soup. His throat and stomach felt raw. All of the meat products 
had been thrown from his abode, greedily eaten by the creatures outside. He could hear them 
waiting, listening, hovering outside like vultures. 


He still couldn’t sleep. 


He would heal. 


Danny had been scavenging when he felt the ripple . It had been.... Not from the north? 


He followed a creature as it loped toward the source, keen ears picking up the faint echo of a 
gunshot. Or was he imagining things? Whoever or whatever had entered this place certainly gave 
the creatures the run-around. They packed up around an old house on the edge of town, crawling 
through doorways and over the walls, the vines thickening and spreading to encompass it more 
thoroughly. 


He realized with an uncomfortable shift that the creatures and the vines were more than just cause- 
and-effect. They were... connected, somehow, deeper than that. 


One of them seemed to have picked up a scent, bounding away from the rest. 
He cast a nervous glance at a slowly curling vine spreading up the building’s wall, and followed 
the straggler. 


The boy... wasn’t what he expected. 


Then again, he didn’t know what to expect. Either way, he certainly wouldn’t have guessed he’d 
find a skinny kid, barely in Middle School, half-dead in a very human way. Despite all that, though, 
the kid was... spunky. 


Well, that was a weird word. Not lively, but maybe... witty? Cautious? Possessing a tongue that 
could rival a knife in both its silver color and sharpness? What could he say, he was charmed. 


He wasn’t surprised to be brandished with a knife, but certainly was surprised when the boy 
opened up a little. 


It was so good to talk about normal human things again, after so long. (How long?) 


It was good to have someone to protect, who stuck to his side and let him shield them. Who might 
be wary, but still accepted the little gifts he offered. Comfort, warmth, that clean feeling only 
flames could give him. The boy even let him cook for him, and just about glowed with relief. 


It satisfied something he didn’t realize he’d been starved of. 
His eyes glowed a little more green. 

And for the first time in a long time... 

He slept. 


The next time he felt the world ripple, he was already sprinting out the back door of the boy’s 
house, creature on his heels. It swung away from him, and he sprinted after it, hope springing anew 
that he might actually be able to save, whoever it was who had stumbled into this awful place. 


The boy was safe, marked with his blood. They’d avoid it if he didn’t draw attention to himself, 
just as they generally avoided the room he’d painted with it. 


Please, let me be fast enough . 

The boy had trusted him, let him protect him, let him provide for him, and let him fight for him. 
His eyes flashed with green light, strides becoming longer, lighter. 

He was Phantom. 


He would Protect. 


Draw your line in the sand 


He lit a tea candle, and he hugged it close to his chest as the dark pressure of the world lifted once 
more. 


Will could feel the christmas lights the moment they were plugged in - the electric potential, 
hovering so close. The candle was lit by his feet, cupboard closed tightly to keep in the smell and 
heat. 


“Will.” 
He kept his eyes closed, throat tightening in joyous despair. 
“Are you here?” 


She was here. She knew he was here, and she was trying to communicate in the only way they 
knew how. 


He reached out to the lights, sending potential rising through them, until the pops became one 
sound, and he fe/t them light, on the other side. She gasped, the sound echoing metallic as if the 
lights themselves had turned into tiny speakers playing back her voice. 


“Ok, good good good good good. Alright. Um.” He stifled a choked laugh, clenching his hands to 
his mouth and keeping his eyes closed, straining to make sure he heard her. “Blink- Once for yes, 
and twice for no. Ok, can you do that for me sweetie? Can you-” 


His mom was so damn smart, his heart ached with appreciation. He sent a glow, barely cognizant 
of the hot tears streaking over his knuckles, fingers still digging into his cheeks to keep the silence. 


“Oh, good. Good boy, good boy.” Any other time, he’d have whined at her for treating him like a 
dog, but her voice had broken, straining to hold back tears. He choked on a small sob behind his 
palms, hating to see her upset, but so so happy that he could at least talk to her - that there WAS a 
connection to the real world, still. 


“Baby, I need to know.” It hurt to listen to her breaths so ragged. “Are you alive?” 
Oh- 


Yes, yes he was alive. He sent a glow, as strong as he could, breath catching as he tried to inhale, 
the stuccato hitch of his breath just a moment away from breaking. She must have been so worried, 
to think he was dead. How long had he been gone? Her breath of relief was so clear. 


“Are you safe?” 


Will swallowed tightly, hesitating. The moment drew out, and he could feel the guilt creeping up, 
even as he reached out to answer. 


Two blinks. 
No, he wasn’t safe here. 


“I need to know where to find you.” Her voice was commanding, straightforward. “Honey, where 
are you?” An order if he ever heard one, but he couldn’t... that wasn’t a yes or no question. 
“Can- Can you tell me where you are? Can you-” How was he supposed to-? 


“Please, baby. I need to find you. Tell me what to do!” 


Her throat sounded as tight as his felt, and despair began to sink in once more. How? How was he 
supposed to? 


“Please.” 


“Mom, I don’t know how.” His voice was barely a whisper, mumbled against his own palm, knees 
practically up around his ears. 


He felt the candle burn out, its purifying warmth slowly fading from his surroundings. The crisp 
control of the ball of lights faded with it. Or, perhaps it was his sobs, wrenched out of him in 
muffled bites of sound jumping past his helpless and failing grab for self control. 


His awareness of the other world, its light - its life.... 
It drained away, eaten by the hungry cold. 
He listened to her movements as long as he could, tucked away in the little storage space. 


Will let out a shuddering exhale, curling his arms in tightly around himself, tucking his knees up in 
an instinctual gesture to stay warm. 


“Thank you.” He whispered into his knees, his heart still warm despite the world. His mom knew 
about him - knew he was alive. Even though he couldn’t think of a thing that she could do to help 
him get out, it was still good - so good, to be known. 


Will leaned his head back, glancing toward the opposite wall. 
He furrowed his brows. 


Black fluid was oozing up out of the wall in little splotches on the wall. Alarm came first, and Will 
quickly shut the door of his cupboard, covering his mouth and trying to be as quiet and still as 
possible. Nothing happened, and he risked leaning forward to look out the crack, every scary story 
he’d ever seen telling him the moment he did this, something would look back at him. 


But nothing did. 
He watched as the black oozed out, shiny and oily, but unmistakably letters. 
“Oh.” 


The word was breathed out, and Will climbed out of his hidey hole, picking up the half-burnt 
candle. They were letters, under each light. She was trying to let him spell out... She could hear 
the faint echoes of her whispered voice, not quite audible, but present. 


“Mom, you’re a genius.” He didn’t bother hiding the admiration in his voice, a tiny grin on his 
face as he fumbled together his makeshift lighter, the wire burning cherry red for a moment before 
the wick smoked and caught flame. 


“Okay baby, talk to me, talk to me, where are you?” 


He realized he... didn’t actually have any good answers for that. He didn’t know WHERE exactly 
he was, only that it was a creepy, deadly reflection of his living room. Overlapping, somehow. 


“R! Good, good, good... That’s good, come on, come on.” 


He pointed to the lights, listening to her spell it out aloud. Something tickled the edges of his 
senses. 


“-]-G-H-T-H-E-R-E.. Right here. I- i... I don’t know what that means? ” He tuned her out, 
listening to the rush of... wind? Or... the hairs on his arms stood on end, and he edged back 
toward the cupboard. 


All at once, chaos erupted. 


Danny burst through the back door, a bundle in his arms. He kicked the door shut and fumbled to 
lock it, shouting at Will, “Get to me! Now!” 


Will froze, fear and alarm tensing all his muscles down. He realized the rushing sound had 
evolved, limbs tearing through dead leaves and underbrush now crawling up over the house, 
scratching at the doors. 


“What’s going on?” He wasn’t proud of the tremble in his voice, but it was either that or pee his 
pants in fear, as hundreds of the monsters converged on their house, crawling over the walls like 
ants. 


(2? 


“Tell them to stay out! This is your house! Tell them 
“What?” 


“Tell them!” Will recoiled as Danny rounded on him, blood streaking his face, eyes blazing green. 
The air felt alive with electricity, buzzing in his hair and over his skin in what he could only think 
of as an aura. 


“Stay out?” 


Scratches on the door, and Will turned fearfully toward the front door - he remembered one of them 
unlocking it last time. 


“Look at me.” Wet, sticky hands grabbed his cheeks, forcing him to look into swirling, acid-green 
lights. “Believe they cannot enter without your permission. Tell them to stay out. The doors are 
closed to them.” 


Will pulled away, smelling blood and... whatever that was, the candle in his hand flickering with 
the quick movement. He could hear their shrieking outside, and the scratching on glass. Why 
hadn’t they just broken in? Unless they couldn’t. Unless they truly were... 


“Stay. Out.” He demanded, turning toward the windows. There was a pause, and he took a small 
step back. A spot on the wall started rippling, peeling back like lips away from gums, or a surgery 
with invisible tools. Through the thin membrane, he could see the faint glow of Christmas lights, 
all different colors strung across the room. 

The dots connected together faster than he thought possible. 


The thin spots. The monsters could travel through. That’s how they found him. That’s how they 
brought him here. How he could get out. 


How they could get in. 
Mom. 


“what should I do?” Her worried voice had trailed off a while ago, and she was probably 


waiting anxiously in the living room while this swarm converged. 


He turned toward the wall, clutching his candle to his chest and reaching out to the /ife in the 
bulbs. 


Fleshy sounds behind him. He turned to see the portal twisting, pushing out and sinking in like 
something was leaning its face against the other side of a thin cloth. Or a thin skin. His connection 
to the lights flared, and he stepped back, whispering under his breath “Stay out, stay out, stay out, 
you’re not welcome here. Out. Out Out.” 


He could hear his mom scream, and his heart dropped into his feet. He was right. They could go 
through to the real world. She was in danger. 


He could hear Danny mess with something wet, and Will stumbled, the candle falling from his 
hands and flickering out as it bounced and spilled wax across the rotted carpet. 


The thin spot rippled again, and stilled. The Christmas lights weren’t visible behind it anymore - or 
perhaps they had simply turned off. Either way, though he could hear the monsters prowling 
outside, breathing hisses and low growls , they didn’t seem to be actively trying to get inside any 
longer. 


Will turned to see what Danny was doing, hoping it involved some sort of weapon, and not the... 
He wiped his cheek off on his sleeve, eyes widening. It had been blood. 


He edged into the kitchen, wiping off his cheeks, anxiously watching Danny crouch over some 
dark figure on the ground. A low moan, and one of the limbs shifted. It was- 


Those were jeans. 
That was a person. 


He rushed around Danny, a small part of him relieved that the teen wasn’t eating the person or 
something crazy, but the rest of him squashed it, branding it as ridiculous. 


“Get some bandages. Try to find enough candles to boil water. We need to clean her wounds.” 


Danny’s voice cut in before he could ask how he could help, and Will rushed to find the supplies, 
jumping every time a monster so much as moved within viewing distance of the windows. 


The person sobbed, choking on something wet while Danny shushed them, murmuring soft 
platitudes. Will grabbed all the candles he could remember mom having, taking out the first aid kit 
from the kitchen (not brave enough to grab the one tucked in her actual room. That was too far 
away from Danny. 


He set the supplies down, grimacing as the plastic first aid kit opened and stretched and tore a 
weird sort of skin over the plastic. Thankfully, everything inside seemed fairly clean. 


“Water first.” 
Oh, right. 


Will lit the candles, pulling out the least-disgusting pot he could find and worked to scrub it off 
before finding the emergency water under the sink and dumping it inside to heat up. 


It took... longer than he would have liked for those meagre candles to heat up a pot of water, all 


while the person twitched and gasped, making low noises of pain every time Danny did... 
whatever he was doing. 


Will finally plucked up the urge to look away from the water, gaze traveling hesitantly up the 
bloodied hand, over... oh, lord, a horribly gashed arm, up to a face that he didn’t recognize at first, 
thick furrows in neat lines tearing into the skin on her cheeks and neck. The freckles gave it away. 


Will was glad he was already on his knees, or he’d have sunk down to them in shock. 


“...Barb?” 


No rest for the Wicked 


When Will first arrived in this miserable world, he thought he knew fear. 


The sound of a breath that wasn’t his own, feet crunching through dead leaves behind him. That 
raspy, whining noise that bubbled up from the throat of a creature that had no right to exist. It had 
scared him senseless, only a few days ago. 


Now, though... a self-described supernatural being was crouched over the mauled, twitching body 
of someone he knew, while innumerable monsters circled the house, tap-tapping on windows, 
testing the doors. He shivered, and realized he’d been completely right to be afraid, before. Every 
part of this world was terrifying. 


“Your name’s Barb, then?” She made a small sound, and Danny nodded, continuing the delicate 
plucking of stretchy strands of black goo away from her torn flesh. Will shivered, flicking his eyes 
back to the pot when he realized he could see the twitch of muscle inside her arm.. 

He steadied the make-shift stove he’d set up on the kitchen floor, candles under the propped-up pot 
of water. He tried not to look at the dark fluid finding trails in the linoleum texture, slowly creeping 
away from its source. 


“in the kit?” Will looked up, guiltily realizing he hadn’t been listening. 
Danny held his gaze for a moment, and repeated himself. 

“Do you have any needle or thread in the first aid kit?” 

“Oh, let me check.” 


Will rifled through it and found a tiny spool and a thin, curved needle tucked in one of the corners. 
Danny took it without a word, wet fingers threading the needle in a few tries, then set it to the side. 
“Scissors?” 


He climbed to his feet, opening the junk drawer to retrieve the silver shears. He opened and closed 
them a few times before turning them over to offer the handle to Danny. 

Instead of snipping the thread, he started on Barb’s pant leg, just above the knee. Will watched him 
work, jumping when she arched her back with a half-gasped curse, pulling the limb away. Danny 
grabbed her knee, holding it down and continuing to carefully cut the fabric, peeling it away. 

The sounds creaking out of her throat were almost worst than the shrieks of the creatures outside. It 
made his hair stand on end, discomfort and restlessness sliding over him like an itchy blanket. 


“Hey Barb.” He whispered, not really confident enough to speak any louder. Brown eyes turned to 
look into his, and he offered a wane, forced smile. Her hand twitched up in something like a wave, 
and he wiggled a little closer, glad she was able to understand him. 

She was probably so scared. 


“Danny’s an okay guy, alright? I know he’s really creepy-” A small huff from the teen in question, 
“-But I’m sure he’s trying his best to fix you up. I- I’m here, and I’ve been able to send messages 
to Mom, through the lights.” 

Her lips moved, and Will leaned in closer, trying to understand what she was rasping. 
“dreaming...” 

He touched her hand, twitching just slightly when weak fingers curled around his. 

“Sorry, This isn’t.... You’re not dreaming right now.” 


He tried looking only at her eyes, tried to avoid staring at the dark gash splitting open her cheek, or 
the ragged furrows across the side of her neck, but his eyes seemed magnetized to it, drawn 
inexorably down toward meat that shouldn’t be exposed to the air. He tried squeezing her hand to 
stop the shaking in his own, before realizing that it wasn’t him shaking at all. 

Her face was ashen pale, muscles shaking in minute trembles, eyes glazed and staring at a point 
beyond his ear. 

All at once, her muscles relaxed, head lolling to the side. 

“H-Hey!” Will leaned forward, reaching out with alarm, but Danny batted his hand away. 

“She passed out, probably from blood loss. How’s the water look?” 


Will dragged his eyes away from her, tending the water and wrapping his arms around himself until 
it began to boil. He blew the candles out, and watched Danny begin the meticulous process of 
rinsing out each of the many wounds. 

The needle and thread, he couldn’t watch, but the teen’s hands were steady and demeanor confident 
as he stitched up the gashes as if she were a stuffed animal a dog had ravaged. He could hear the 
faint pop each time the needle broke skin. 

“Grab some pillows - I need to get her back as well. “ 


Will must have made some sound, and felt himself cringe when the back of the jeans were peeled 
away to reveal ribbons of muscle hanging off the back of her calf. Even Danny hissed in sympathy, 
and had Will get some of his mom’s clothes for her to wear. Will ran gratefully, repeating the 
mantra to keep the monsters out. Feeling their frustration ping back against some sort of barrier 
seeping through his house’s walls. 

By the time he returned, the blood and water had flooded the kitchen floor, and the worse of Barb’s 
wounds had been tied shut. Danny didn’t look any less concerned, feeling her pulse and tugging 
open an eyelid with his thumb as eddies of pink swirled in the shallow puddle around them. 

He glanced up, “Thank you for keeping up the line,” and then resumed a careful inspection, the 
boiled water down to a thin layer at the bottom. How did he-? 


Will hunkered down, arms full of soft sweatshirts and pants,carefully held out of the bloody water. 
“Is she... going to make it?” He asked, and the question hung too long in the air between them. 
Danny exhaled through his nose, shaking his head in a small motion. 

“Not like this.” He murmured. Green eyes flicked up to Will, regarding him with some wariness, 
before lowering again. 

“T might be able to heal her, if I possess her.” 

Will twitched, swallowed, and clutched the clothes a bit tighter. 


“Would it hurt?” He asked quietly, hearing the unspoken request for permission. Asking a friend, 
since she wasn’t awake to give it. 

Danny shook his head. 

“Unsettling, strange, cold, but I’ve never had it described as painful.” 

“So you ve done this before?” 

“Not for something this severe, but... yes.” 


Will bit his lip, trying to wrack his brain for a reason this might be a terrible idea. Nothing came to 
mind, and Barb looked... awfully grey. Awfully still, for all that he could still hear the slight rasp 
of her breath. 


“And you can... stop possessing her at any time?” 

“Of course.” 

Will have a small, hesitant nod, and watched as Danny placed a bloody hand on Barb’s forehead. 
He dissolved into green mist, flowing into her skin, and for a moment nothing happened. 


Will yelped as Barb lurched, eyes acid green when they snapped open, mouth open in a strangled 
cry of pain. 

“Ohhhh shit.” She moaned, rolling onto one side and flexing her fingers against the wet linoleum. 
Water sloshed, dripping from her clothes where she’d been laying in it. “Oh shit I forgot this.” 
“Danny?” 

Danny-Barb looked up at him, and he could already see some of the smaller scrapes start to close - 
faint green glowed in the stitched- up lines on her cheek. 


“This girl- Barb-“ it was strange hearing Barb say her own name like that, even if he knew it was 
Danny saying them. “-her leg is... not good. I don’t think stitches are going to fix that.” She- he? 
Exhaled a ragged breath, waving for his help as she(he?) leaned up on (their?) knees. No, it’s 
Danny willing those things, so it’s Him. He. Pronouns and possession are weird. 

Will offered the shirt, looking away when Danny closed his own eyes and tugged the shredded, 
dripping shirt off and pulled on the much drier, much warmer alternative on. 


“When you say not good, how bad are we talking?” 
“T mean she’s-“ he cut himself off and stopped with one hand on the sweatpants in Wills arms. His 
expression screwed up, looking strange with ragged scars twisting it. A hitched breath like he was 
about to throw up, and Barb screamed, scrabbling away from Will and the now-crumpled body of 
Danny sliding down from the wall across the room. 


“Get out.” She gasped, leg dragging behind her as she crawled toward the front door. “Stay out of 
me” 

Her voice was broken by sobs, and the monsters outside started to claw at the windows anew, 
chattering in excitement 


Stay out! 


“Barb, wait!” Will bolted to block her path, holding his hands out helplessly “I’m sorry, I said he 
could, I thought you were dying, look, he healed you!” 

“Stay out of my head” Will nodded quickly under her ferocious snarl, holding the pants out like a 
shield. Her own jeans were still in tatters around her thighs, one calf shaped less like a leg and 
more like a lumpy bundle of sticks - skin and too much thread wrapped around gristle and bone. He 
tried not to look at it for too long. 


“If you don’t want me in your head like that-“* Danny dodged the rotted chunk of floorboard Barb 
ripped up and flung at his head. “-then you’ll want me to keep you unconscious until we find a way 
back. Your body is in shock, not feeling the pain properly. Once it sets in-“ “You will not touch 
me.” 

Danny frowned at the hissed words, noting how she placed herself between him and Will, one arm 


reaching out to shield him. He sighed, crouching down to sit on the floor. 


“Alright.” Danny murmured, lowering his gaze. His shoulders dropped, hands picking at his 


fingernails in a gesture Will remembered from when they’d first stayed at Danny’s room. Making 
himself smaller, less threatening. 


“Barb-“ She twitched when his fingers touched her elbow. “It’s okay, Barb. He’s been protecting 
me. He’s not human, but he saved you from the monsters, and saved me as well. He’s not... he 
isn’t trying to hurt us.” 

She turned her head slightly, not taking her eyes off Danny. 

“Where are we?” 


Will shrugged awkwardly, a trickle of relief blooming up when she took the sweatpants, laying 
them over her lap. 

“A weird, gross reflection of our world. It’s.. another dimension, I think. It’s still connected, so I 
think we can still find a way back.” 

She didn’t speak again, and Will peered around to look at her face, tending when he noticed how 
pale it had become again. How the tremors shook her skin. 


“Danny-?” “Don’t.” Barb gasped the command, pointing at Danny when he looked up. Her hands 
shook as she fisted them in the cloth on her lap, each shaky gasp sounding painful to the boys. 


They met each other’s eyes over her shoulder, each asking a silent question. 
What should we do? 


If you don't want me, Set me free 


She’d only caught flashes through the blackness that swept over her memories in a fog. No, no, she 
saw it. A creature tore at her leg, whipping its head like a dog shaking meat off a bone. Her kick 
glanced off its head, her own skull rattling as it struck her across the face to silence the shrill 
shrieks she could hear herself making. 


She tried to crawl away when it paused, looked up, but it’s face opened and bit at her - her arm, 
shoulder, breath stinking like tires and corpses left out in the sun to pop. Pain roared up through 
each wound, fire and deep needles that made existence itself something unknowable in its 
overwhelming starburst across her brain. For a long, sobbing stretch of time, she didn’t know 
what her own name was, consumed by the agony of flesh being torn - eaten out of her in messy, 
ripping bites. Every breath was choked, smothering as blackness edged across her vision and 
squeezed her lungs. 


Cold, cold. Everything was so cold. 


She remembered the thing thrown from her in a flash of acrid green. Heard a chorus of snarls and 
the dark silhouettes of more of them cresting the pool’s edge both flinching and puffing up in fury. 


Saw a pair of green eyes descended from the sky, living energy crackling around claw-curled 
fingers. It’s gaze paralyzed her, cold hooking up under her ribs and grasping far tighter than the 
visceral fear for survival. 


She knew it. Some part of her deep and forgotten knew that shade of green. 


She froze, lungs forgetting how to scream, watched it’s human face bare teeth in an animal gesture, 
shoulders hunched, shadows skittering as the light it cast only grew. 


Those eyes met her own - green and bottomless, shifting mercurial within a body far too still to be 
alive. The darkness in her memories knew and she could only feel fear. 


And now those green eyes were lowered to the carpet, and she could feel the biting, cold, electric 
hum under her skin from where she’d felt it inside her . Not her body, or muscles, or anywhere that 
teeth could reach, but a deeper self that felt smothered and cold and terrified before she’d been able 
to use that fear to push it out. Too sure of her own death to do anything less than fight for every 
scrap of existence left. 


“You said.... You could get back home.” 


She hardly recognized her own voice, creaking as it was. Still, that had to be the priority. If Will 
was convinced that this... whatever that was, looking like a person, was working against the thing 
that tried to eat her, she’d give his opinion a shot. 


It wasn’t like she had much of a choice, with half her body covered in itchy, pulling scabs that 
threatened to tear open with every move. 


Will pushed her arm down, nodding when she turned to look at him. 


“T don’t know if it’Il work or not, but whenever we light candles in here, it feels better, and it lets 
me listen to the real world a bit better.” His face was so earnest, eyes wide in a way that let the 
whites gleam in the dim moonlight filtering in through the window. 


Was that moonlight? 

“And before you... uh, before Danny found you, there was this weak spot, where I could actually 
see into the real world, through this skin in the wall-” She zoned out without meaning to, his words 
turning fuzzy. 


If not moonlight, what else would it be? 


The more she tried to figure out where the light was coming from - the blinds were closed, lights 
off, Danny’s glow barely illuminating his own skin, the more confusing it became. 


“What do you think?” She twitched, thoughts snapping back to Will’s expectant face. 

“T- what? I don’t-...” 

Green eyes narrowed slightly, and she shot the teen a glare. 

“T mean, do you think torching one of the thin spots would work?” 

Barb twitched a shoulder, scrambling to gather the fragments of ideas together to make sense. 
“T- I guess, You’ ve been here longer than me, so..” 


His expression changed minutely. Confusion, surprise, realization, and a furrowed brow she 
recognized from Nancy’s little brother that said he was uncomfortable with what he’d realized. 


“Oh.” He said, simply, quietly. 
Danny spoke up at last. 


“Tl help try to break it. If you’re right about the barrier being thin, we might be able to brute force 
our way through. If that doesn’t work, we can just head back to my place. I think I’ve seen what 
you’re describing pop up in the hallway, so we can try again there.” 


Barb shivered, flexing her fingers. 

Cold . 

“So, we’re just going to wait it out?” 

“As long as your barrier holds.” 

“What barrier?” 

Both of them looked at her, and she tucked her chin down, frowning. 
“What barrier?” she repeated, and they looked at each other. 


“The one keeping the monsters out.” Will followed her gaze toward the window. “They-” He 
trailed off, climbing carefully to his feet and edging toward the window, peeking out into the 
darkness. He made a small noise of confusion, craning his head a bit to get a better view along 
down the front porch. 


“They were just... “ 

“They might have given up for now, but they’ll probably be back. They do that to me sometimes.” 
Will sank back down out of sight of the window, tucking his knees close to him. 

“How’d that even work, anyway?” 

Danny remained where he was, scratching at some of her blood drying into his shirt. 


“Last-ditch hope, I suppose. Where I’m from, a Lair is where you know you belong, and you can 
kick others out by thinking hard about it. Since you said this is your house, I thought you might be 
able to claim it like that. Glad I was right.” 


“ You didn’t even know it would work ??” Barb felt like she was watching a tennis match, bobbing 
her head back and forth between the two. 


“T’d hoped. It does raise some interesting points though.” Danny stood up, and Barb tensed 
without meaning to, watching him walk across the room and peer out the window over Will’s 
head. 


“That it worked means this place is a lot more like my world than yours.” He tilted his chin and 
exhaled a slow breath, fernfrost curling across the glass in rapid translucent designs. He raised a 
finger to crush the crystals in its center. “And if we’re playing by those rules, then the fact we’re 
still here at all is a deliberate choice on the part of whoever created it.” 


“Who-ever?” Danny nodded to Will’s small-voiced question, dragging his fingers through the 
frost. 


“You both were dragged in by force. I found a portal that closed behind me. There have been... 
others, who come in through a rather large portal to the north - One that hasn’t closed.” 


He finished the frowning face drawn in the ice, leaning against, cutting in again before Will could 
ask what was clearly on the tip of his tongue. “I didn’t mention it because it’s crawling with 
monsters. The only time I can get anywhere near there is when they’re distracted by someone 
entering the portal.” 


The three of them fell silent for a few long moments, and Danny added angry eyebrows to the 
frosty face, humming a low tone to himself. She could see his gaze pinned on her in the window’s 
reflection. 


“But yeah, I guess we’ ve just got to wait. You okay over there?” 
Barb frowned. “I’m fine.” 


He just hummed again, sitting down next to Will. She tried not to notice how the kid relaxed, 
closing his eyes for the first time since she woke up. How was he able to be so comfortable around 
something that admitted to being inhuman? Who held her gaze with unsettling stillness until she 
looked away. 


“So we’re waiting?” She muttered. 
Danny nodded with a noise of approval. 


Barb shifted her leg, surprised when it didn’t send bolts of pain. She glanced at the two boys, at the 


dark hallway leading to other rooms, and decided that’d be far too much work. 
“Keep your eyes closed for a second, I want to get into dry pants.” 
Will lifted his hand in a thumb’s up, and the green light flickered out as Danny closed his own. 


It was an ordeal and a half, every movement delicate and cautious, alarm buzzing when the brain- 
numbing pain didn’t return. Flexing her knee pulled a stitch, and she froze at a deep ‘pop’ feeling, 
and the itch of blood curling down the side of her thigh.. The expected pain didn’t reach her. 


Old science classes bubbled up - about shock and numbness and a body shutting down when put 
under too much stress. She bit her lip, shuffling out of the wet jeans and into softer sweatpants only 
slightly too big for her. Red bled through the fabric over her knee - only a tiny stripe that didn’t 
spread any further than that. 


Barb glanced back at Will, deeply hoping his plan would work - That she’d be able to get to a real 
doctor soon. She didn’t want to panic anyone when they couldn’t really DO anything about it. 
And...unless she was actively dying, she wasn’t keen on letting... Whatever that was, get between 
her ribs again. 


A faint tapping perked her ear as she fumbled to tie the sweatpant’s string, and she noticed Will 
mouthing words silently. 


“I’m done, you can open your eyes again.” 


Will nodded, but didn’t open his, voice whispy as he continued to sing the lyrics of a song she only 
barely recognized. 


Seeing nothing better to do in the meantime, Barb shuffled to a wall, leaning her head back against 
it. 


Why wasn’t she in pain? Why wasn’t she bleeding everywhere? Weakness and coldness should 
have been the least of her worries. 


What if Danny was the one keeping them there? He seemed so full of answers- 
“This indecision's bugging me 
If you don't want me, set me free 
Exactly who’m I'm supposed to be? 
Don't you know which clothes even fit me? “ 


She forced the sick feeling back, tried to close her eyes and think of home. Tried to listen to Will’s 
soft breaths between the softly sung words, the rhythm he tapped out on the floor. 


“Come on and let me know 
Should I cool it or should I blow? “ 


She could still feel green eyes watching her from across the room. 


And somewhere in the back of her head a cold, assessing darkness watched him back. 


Can't stay here 


The melody the kid sang sounded vaguely familiar, a warm shoulder leaning against his side more 
comforting than he’d like to admit. 


Danny breathed carefully, deliberately, keeping pace with the boy’s breathing as he pondered over 
the barrier ability. A Lair within a Lair. He wouldn’t have believed it possible, but he supposed 
this place might function more like a ghost’s kingdom... like Dora’s, or the Far Frozen. A little 
world unto itself. 


That meant he was actually dealing with a ghost, and the half-rotted creatures that hunted them 
weren’t necessarily what had created it. After all, whatever had created the barriers should have 
been able to break through an inexperienced human’s claim in its own domain. Was the ghost 
weaker than he assumed? It was hard to make that conclusion, with the horrors it had built for 
them. 


Danny tapped his thumb on his knee, flicking a finger at a little spore that floated too close. It 
tumbled away on the tiny eddy he’d created, and drifted slowly up toward the ceiling. He couldn’t 
hear any rustling of monsters outside, and the faint whispers that slid through public places laid 
silent in here. 


The quiet felt peaceful, for once. 


Or, it would have, if not for the prickle along the back of his neck whenever the girl - (Barb, was 
it?) - looked at him. Something about her expression just unnerved him. He wasn’t entirely sure 
why, and she certainly acted too skittish to be a danger, but the little red flag still fluttered 
whenever their eyes met. 


She’d been able to push him out, after all. It took some pretty incredible strength of willpower to be 
able to realize and reject a possession. He wished he could admire her for it, instead of biting back 
a defensive bristle. 


But- that wasn’t fair, was it? She’d been half eaten, dragged into this place, and flown around on 
her deathbed before being possessed. It was no surprise she’d be irate. No surpise that she’d find 
him unsettling, inhuman. It had taken a while for the boy to warm up to him. He’d have to be 
patient. 


Danny perked up when the boy pushed off him, and he watched tentative footsteps wander back 
toward the kitchen, pausing for a moment. 


“T’m going to make some food, do you want any?” 


Barb lifted her head from the wall and nodded, starting to turn like she wanted to stand up. The boy 
continued into the kitchen, started to bang around to find something useful to eat. 


Danny... didn’t actually realize he should help until she was already up on her knees, braced 
awkwardly on the wall and shivering. He glided up to his feet and into her range of view, trying 
not to flinch when she did. 


“Need any help?” He offered, and she stared past his palm with a clearly suspicious frown. 
However, she still took his hand, so he’d count that as a win. 


He slung his shoulder under her armpit, arm wrapping around her waist and carefully grabbing 
high on her ribs. He remembered the gouge that had been taken out, lower down. He didn’t want to 
test that. 


Barb hissed a curse into his hair, her nails ripping a bit of damp and curling wallpaper as she 
struggled to get her legs under her. He floated them up to an appropriate height, but her choked 
breaths and twitching muscles weren’t coordinated so much as just happening with determination. 
Hoping he wasn’t overstepping any boundaries, Danny hooked his ankle around her shin, helping 
to straighten the knee and held very still when her breath hitched. 

How many muscles had been torn out? How many had he replaced? He wasn’t a doctor, he 
didn’t... 


“Alright?” He murmured, guilt curling like a snake. Her shoulders tensed into an angry knot, and 
“T’m Fine.” was growled out behind clenched teeth 


Her other leg finally dragged into place, and Danny tried lowering just a little, only for the joints to 
buckle. Barb flinched into a curved spine and clawing hands, and Danny quickly -carefully! - 
brought her back to the ground. 


“Sorry! Sorry.” 


He obeyed the quick way she pulled away from his hold, letting her go and drifting back a bit. She 
grabbed her own legs through the sweatpants, pulling them into a comfortable position. He 
wondered if her skin was supposed to be quite that bloodless. 


“You're floating.” 


“Hm?” Danny looked down, blinked in surprise. So he was. Now that his energy was starting to 
come back, it felt a bit more natural. 


“T can stop if you want.” 
Barb just frowned at him, and didn’t answer. 


The boy cried from across the house; “I found some hairspray!” A quick spitting hiss followed it, 
and a small cheer. Danny continued to watch Barb rearrange her limbs into a sitting position, 
tension slowly relaxing from his arms again. For a moment - just a split second, he felt a jolt of 
alarm from touching her. It was gone now, faded back to just a general unease, but hard to ignore 
regardless. Brown eyes flicked up to meet his, and glanced away. 


He opened his mouth to say something - he wasn’t sure what - but the boy’s quick footsteps 
bounced into the room, and he held an aerosol can aloft with triumph. 


“Home-Made fireball!” 


Danny let himself be distracted, smiling indulgently and congratulating on the find. Barb was 
quick to slip on a more pleasant expression, pretending she was fine. 


Were all of them pretending? 
“How’d you find hairspray in the kitchen?” Barb asked hollowly. 
“Oh, I got a bit distracted, sorry. If you’re hungry we can make something-“ 


“Ah, no, it’s fine.” She quickly looked down at her lap, and the empty expression eased away into 


something more resigned. 


The boy paused, tilted his head. Was he noticing the same thing? It would be impossible to ask, 
but- 


“As long as you’re alright, I wanna show you what fire does, here. It’s really cleansing!” He huffed 
like it was an inside joke, but brought out a small candle and lighter regardless. 


Danny settled down to sit. 


He watched the boy lay down a little tealight on his knee, flicking his thumb over the lighter’s 
wheel a few times before the sparks finally caught. The pale spores jerked away quite suddenly, 
and none of them missed the way Barb flinched, tilting her head away and closing her eyes. 
She seemed to feel their stare, and peeked her eyes open, hunching defensively. 


“Sorry, it was just bright.” 
She rubbed at a scrape on her forehead, leaning in again to watch the candle. 


The boy gave a wane, apologetic smile, settling the candle down on the floor near his feet. 


“Yeah, it’s really different. The first time I saw fire in here, it lifted something away.” 
Will watched her, like he was trying to see the same feeling behind her tired eyes. 


Danny watched the spores flee the room, flying with little jellyfish twitches. His eyes trailed down 
the sagging ceiling, to the front door. Oh! That’s right - the reason they’d come here in the first 
place was to grab the gun that might have made it to this world. 


He listened carefully - still no noise outside. 
“You said you dropped it outside your house?” 


The boy twisted to look at him, a look of utter confusion on his face. Danny stared back for a 
moment before realizing he’d completely jumped topics. 


“Oh! Sorry, I mean, the gun you said you brought here. Did you leave it outside your house?” 


“Um, I think so.” The kid stood up, leaving the tealight as it was and trailing toward the back door. 
Danny followed, glancing back to consider the way Barb started glaring daggers at the tiny candle 
the moment the boy wasn’t looking. 


Understandably, the kid hesitated at his back door, hand on the doorknob. 


“Tt’s alright, kid” Danny murmured, a little gesture getting him to step aside. “Just direct me 
where, you don’t have to go out.” 


“Tt should be right in front of the shed out back. And.... Will.” 
“Huh?” 


“My name.” Will fidgeted with the edge of his shirt, eyes darting around the kitchen before finally 
rising up to meet Danny’s green glow. “My name is Will. Sorry for.. Not telling you, for this 
long.” 


Danny smiled, offering his hand. 


“Nice to meet you, Will.” He was pleased, when they shook hands, to find Will’s skin no longer 
seemed so clammy and cold. Being home had been good for him. “As you know, My name’s 
Danny. [ll be right back.” 


It was understandable, Will thought, that he should want to stand by the door and watch his sort-of- 
friend hunt around for a glint of gunmetal in the piles of autumn leaves. A chance to watch his 
back. 


The sky was still dark, landscape still misty, but it was starting to feel normal. Too many days in a 
row dealing with something scary made it...maybe a bit less scary. 


“Try to your left!” He called out, and Danny waved a thumbs-up, hunched over to fling leaves to 
the side, kicking and shuffling through them hopefully. Will leaned on the doorframe, crossing his 
arms and wondering at the thick black vines looping back and forth over the shed’s roof. 


At first he thought it was a trick of the light - everything looked menacing through the fog. A half- 
beat later, Will was certain, and the hair across his body stood on end. 


“DANNY-!” At the shout, and the rush of darkness, Danny lept up like a startled cat, flailing a bit 
as a lash of black vine clawed up where he had just been standing. Adrenaline jolted through him, 
and he held the door open to let the teen bolt through, the two of them quick to slam it shut and 
lock it. Will hopped back when a low thump vibrated the wood, taking a few more steps when lines 
of shadow grew up across the little window. Slow slithering and creaking started to rise up around 
the house, and Danny bristled fiercely when a low growl sounded outside the kitchen window. 


The monsters were back. 


Will exhaled breathlessly, closing his eyes and trying to find that feeling of home that had let him 
keep the barrier strong last time. It tickled the edges of his senses, and he yelped when Danny 
suddenly hauled him up by his armpits, dragging him back toward the living room. 


“Guys!” Barb shouted, and her next words were drowned out by Will’s own yelp and the shatter of 
glass as a vine broke through the kitchen window. A humanoid creature screamed through the gap, 
and Will saw it clawing as if the glass was still there, even as the black vine spread branches and 
sank itsself into the sink, spreading across the wall and countertops. 


“Wall, The wall!” 


Will finally listened, and Danny let him go in favor of a sharp gesture and a wall of shimmering 
green obscuring the doorway to the kitchen. 


Will scrambled to pick up the can of hairspray, flinching as a crunching twang lashed outside of the 
front door. 


His thumb struck the lighter’s wheel once, twice- He flinched as the corner of his nail bent 
backwards, and tried again. Where was the tealight? Smoking - probably blown out when they 
rushed in. 


Barb stood near the edge of the glowing, breathing spot of wall, eyeing it with something akin to 
wonder. Danny growled behind him, another green barrier snapping up in front of the living room 
window, just as a mass of black vines slammed against it. The glass shattered, falling into the tiny 
gap between shield and wall. 


The wheel turned, flint striking, spark snapping up into the air and catching gas alight in a barely- 
audible whoosh~ 


Will raised the can of hairspray, pressed down. He would have been gleeful at the bright rush of 
flame if the situation hadn’t been so terrifying. He could hear a faint scream, and saw Barb twitch 
away as the walls peeled backward, curling and crawling and thinning the glowing spot. 


“Will!” An echoing voice, from the shivering veil of flesh and from all around them. 
His mom! His mom was on the other side! 
“MOM!” He shouted, “We’ re trying to break the wall! Help!” 


He stepped closer to the barrier , concentrating the flame on one spot, hoping it would be enough. 
Black spread, and the skin twitched and writhed like a living thing, smelling of charred meat and 
rotting things. 


Without so much as a warning, the blade of an axe came through the other side. 
Will yelped, falling back onto his butt, flame cutting off as the lighter skittered across the floor. 


The axe pulled back, then hacked through it again, widening the slit enough to see his mom’s wild 
eyes, wilder hair. She reached through, spreading her fingers in a desperate plea, and Danny 
grabbed him up, pushing him toward the opening. 


He could smell cigarette smoke, the faint rich tang of brewing coffee. His mom’s perfume. Could 
feel the slime of the barrier’s edges as they dragged across his face, neck, arms, leaving sticky 
trails and a sensation like it was trying to pull him back. His mom grabbed his forearm, his 
shoulder, and pulled . 


Will felt himself crying before he even hit the ground, a hitched “Danny-” making its way into the 
air before Barb’s slimy red hair crowned past the torn barrier. She gasped, struggling, brown eyes 
wide as the wall’s edges started to creep back toward her, trying to seal up again. 


His mom grabbed her as well, pulling hard despite the teen’s strangled scream, and cushioning her 
collapse as her feet slid free, and the drywall healed shut behind her. 


Will gasped in the smell of his home. His real home. The carpet was warm, the air was warm, 
everything was warm and dry and whole and his mom was pulling his sticky torso into her arms, 
sobbing into his hair and ignoring the otherworldly filth that must have covered him. He clutched 
her sweater, buried his face in her shoulder as she choked out murmured words of comfort. 


“Oh baby, you’re alive. I’m here, I’m here, shhh-” 


He held her tightly, desperately. 


And cried. 


What's left behind 


When Will slid through the barrier between worlds, Danny could feel his protection snap, like a 
threat pulled too tight. But- He’d protected them. He’d saved them. They were safe . 


Glass shattered, wood groaning. He helped shove Barb out as well, hands lighting up with green 
when he realized it was trying to heal itself closed. He reached to burn it open. 


Reached, and stopped. 
His heel wouldn’t leave the ground. 


Black vines crawled and shuddered up his calf and leg, flinching away with tiny hissing-steam 
screams when he shot an ectoblast down at them. The obsession in his chest pulsed fiercely, 
satisfied he’d fulfilled it, and lent liquid energy through his veins. Danny freed his foot with 
another blast and floated, white creeping up the roots of his dark hair, green eyes illuminating the 
room. 


In the corner of his eye, the wall healed shut. 


The ache in his chest that yearned for freedom and escaped yawned open, black terror bubbling up 
in his chest. They escaped, they escaped THEY ESCAPED! 


But he was left behind. 
Monsters crawled in through the window - creeping in through the kitchen. 


For a long moment Danny watched them come, his head pulsing with despair. With the empty 
confusion of (they left me behind?) still being trapped in this place. He had smelled the fresh air- 
seen living fingers and a glimpse of freedom, but the way had sealed shut for him. 

He stared at the open mouth of a monster as it reared toward him. Tilted his head up to see the pits 
in its skin, the dangling spiderweb drool drip from its teeth in threads of hanging lace. The throat 
already working in eager clenches to swallow- 


Some tiny flash of self preservation had him look away. He flickered intangible, invisible, darting 
sideways through the wall and into the misty night beyond. 


Huge vines had lashed down over the house, creaking the supports and digging up shingles with 
bone-white roots. Danny ignored it, racing toward the forest and toward the safe haven of his 
apartment. 


The mist thickened before him, and Danny stopped abruptly, straining his ears. Every exhale 
tickled cold and blue with his ghost sense, the heaviness of the air crushing down on his shoulders. 


He looked up. 


A great cloud loomed above him, denser and darker than any sky he’d seen in this world before. 

Sweeping branches of dark mist reached down, caging around him. He couldn’t - couldn’t move. 
Something (fear?) had seized his limbs, weighing them with molasses and dampening the frantic 
energy of his core. 


A flash of lightning forked across the sky, catching and jumping in circles within what could only 


be two dark eyes. 
He lifted a hand, took a breath, every movement a struggle, and tried to form a shield. 


Before the wavering energy even extended past his palm, he felt himself snagged around the waist 
- around the throat. Felt himself pulled down to the ground, vines and roots spreading and 
branching to lock his limbs in place. 


He couldn’t even feel afraid at this point. His motions were already so overwhelmed and gutted, 
Danny could only watch what was happening. Let himself be swallowed up into the thrashing 
storm. 


The shape of the forest tore- tornado fingers flinging the trees apart like they were made of 
matchsticks. The storm thrashed above him, unnatural head swinging this way and that like it was 
searching for something. 


He felt a prick in the back of his neck, heard the steady lope of monsters approaching through the 
leaves, and everything went white. 


The lights come calling 


There were a few ways a person could react to surprising events happening to them. 
Some people froze up, startled by change and slow to adapt. 

Some people recoiled, saving first themself before all else. 

Some people faced it head-on, attacking first and asking questions later. 

Joyce was the last type. 


With all the terrifying, supernatural things happening lately, the fleshy section of her wall was less 
concerning than her son’s voice on the other side, terrified and calling out for her. It was only 
reasonable, in her mind, to help in any way she could. Attack first. 


Until finally - finally! - she had her youngest son back in her arms, sobbing and smelling of death 
and old earth. Joy was not a word that could have encompassed the flux of emotions collapsing 
around her in starbursts of galaxies too all-encompassing to name. 


There was only a moment of silence after the wall closed. A moment to hold her boy, to feel his 
breath and his trembling and the choked hitch of his chest that said Alive! He was alive! 


The body they’d pulled from the lake, the one they’d identified as her son - who looked so similar 
it was terrifying - wasn’t her son. She was holding him, she had been right . She needed to tell 
Johnathan, needed to tell Hopper because someone out there wanted her to give up and leave him 
lost in a dark place that could be reached through a barrier that tore and stank like days-old flesh. 


A soft shift of cloth caught her attention, and Joyce looked up from her methodical smoothing of 
his hair, from the tight, clawed grasp around his waist. No one could take him away again! 


For a brief moment, her swirling mind didn’t recognize the girl in front of her. Her eyes catalogued 
the injuries with an almost distant sort of calculation, the rest of her body honed in and tuned to the 
child in her arms. 


The moment passed, and recognition jolted. 


“Barb-” She started, and when brown eyes flicked up to meet hers, Joyce couldn’t help but stare at 
the ragged furrows gouged into her cheek and neck, bright starbursts of color radiating pink across 
her fair skin with either irritation or infection. 


Joyce kissed her son’s forehead, the smell and slime irrelevant through one last squeeze of 
affection, affirmation, possession. She wanted nothing more but to soothe his tears, but there was 
another problem in front of her, and her instincts drove her to act. 


Will clung tighter, twitching panicked when she started to push him away, his wide eyes and 
desperate expression looking years younger than he was. 


“We need to get you both to the hospital” She murmured, and the logic of that seemed to penetrate 
Will’s mind rather quickly. He loosened his grip, legs wobbling like a fawn as he stood up with 
her, still pressing close to her side, head tucked under her arm. Seeking protection under her wings. 


“Barb, sweetie, can you walk?” Joyce felt her hands fluttering between reaching out and hurrying to 


call an ambulance. She felt the question turn over in her head, even as the girl’s expression turned 
confused, eyes scanning the unmarked wall they’d fallen out of. 


That made her decision for her. 


Joyce let Will cling along, let him lean against her hip as she punched 911 into her phone, thoughts 
scrambling for the words to say. How could she explain this? Was it even possible to explain? 


“911, what’s your emergency?” 


“Hi, this is Joyce Byer, I need an ambulance sent to my house immediately.” A breath, a hesitation 
pulling her throat closed for just a moment as she wondered about the body, the lies about her son, 
the sharp paranoia hovering around Hopper. ’My son, Will Byers, and Barbara Holland are at my 
house - Barbara is really hurt, she looks like she was mauled by an animal - tooth marks.” She 
heard an intake of breath - surprise? - before the operator started rustling around on the other end. 


“Can you confirm the address?” 


Joyce rattled off their road and house number, watching her son tentatively touch the wall by her 
new phone, craning his head to look around at the christmas lights strung in an electronic web 
around the house. He looked so scared. 


“What are their ages?” 


“Twelve and ...Fifteen, I think?” She only knew Barbara through Mike's sister, so name 
recognition was truly the most she had. 


“Are both of them conscious?” She had to check, but Barbara was still sitting up, head lolling back 
against the coffee table and turning in the same bewildered examination of the house that Will was 
caught up in. 


TESS 
“Can you go into more detail about their injuries?” 


“Will is standing, walking, he looks confused, but not dazed.” Joyce herded them back toward 
where the teen sat, stretching the phone’s cord as far as it would go - just long enough to crouch 
next to the girl. “Sweetie, where else are you hurt?” 


“Everywhere.” Will’s rasping voice surprised her, his fingers digging into her sweater. “I think her 
leg is the worst, though.” 


The emergency operator seemed to be aware a conversation was going on, and didn’t press as 
Joyce coaxed Barbara into letting her pull the bottom hem of her sweatpants up. 


She got to about mid-calf before her brain processed what exactly she was seeing, and a moan of 
sympathy was strangled out of her. 


“She- Barbara-” Her voice was shaking, she had to be clear, they had to know how to fix her- 
“Barbara’s left leg is... really bad. There’s a- ah, a large part of her calf missing , and it, it- was 
bit-” She swallowed, pinning the phone between her ear and shoulder, trying to be as gentle as 
possible as she pulled the elastic hem away and up. Joyce could only whisper, muscles coiled tight 
in sympathetic pain as her mind twitched sideways in an attempt to stay on track - they needed her. 


“Tt looks infected - there’s dark veins radiating from... Stitches. Someone tried to give her stitches, 


but her skin is really red” Who could give her stitches? She still didn’t know the details of Will’s 
disappearance. Had they been kidnapped? A hundred awful scenarios whisked through her head, 
but none of them explained how they’d returned, how Will had been able to communicate through 
the lights. 


None of it explained the creature that had clawed out through her wall. 


They sat together for a short while, answering questions, prodding Barbara to keep her focused on 
them instead of lolling her head in a daze. She was clearly sick- skin clammy even beyond the 
strange fluid of the doorway, fair skin nearly ashen grey, freckles and torn skin standing out in 
sharp relief. 


Will was likewise pale, but as he shed the unfamiliar jacket and rubbed some of the goo from his 
head with the less-filthy shirt underneath, he still seemed healthy enough. Color was coming back 
to his cheeks and lips, at least, like the slow path back to warmth after staying out in the snow for 
too long. 


At long last, she heard sirens wailing toward them, and told the dispatcher as much, leaving the 
phone on the floor to shuffle with Will and unlock the front door for them. 


The next half- hour was a whirl of EMT’s and flashing lights, knees bumping against Will’s as she 
held him in the back of the Ambulance, the two of them watching Barbara’s breath fog up the 
inside of an oxygen mask. The two of them tried to be inconspicuous as the EMT’s continued to 
move over her, checking blood pressure and heartbeat, examining the stitches and calling out 
terminology to each other that she only roughly grasped. 


Will leaned into her every touch, clearly exhausted, yet walking a razor’s edge of fear at every new 
movement. She could feel the tremors just under his skin, the way his muscles tensed and jumped 
every time someone moved unexpectedly, or when the ambulance rocked suddenly. 


She helped to towel off his hair, kept the shock blanket wrapped tightly around his shoulders. 


The hospital was another flurry of activity, and Joyce did her best to keep up with Barbara’s 
condition, but Will needed care as well, and the teen was being ushered to the Emergency room 
just as Will was assigned a room. It was a small town - they knew who she was, and her parents 
would know shortly that she'd been found. 


The barks of doctors and the rapid squeak of a wobbly wheel on the stretcher faded around the 
corner, swinging doors slapping shut behind them. Joyce sat by her son’s bedside, shock still 
buzzing over her brain, hand clenched perhaps too tight around Will’s arm, but he didn’t voice a 
complaint. 


He was alive. 


He was alive . 


Examine your situation. Yourself. 
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The hospital was too clean. 


The walls echoed with a hollow resonance, hard and unsettling. Neat corners cut through the world 
like razors, untouched by the slow collapse of rot and hunger. Too sharp and neat. Too white. 


Perfect in a way that seemed unnatural and fake. 


Will fidgeted with his thin blanket, shifting uncomfortably in the open-backed gown they’d given 
him. Stripped of his filth-covered clothes and awaiting the doctor’s return, he obediently let his 
mother half-crush his hand. 


That, at least, was a comfort. His mom still smelled like old smoke and detergent, still wore the 
cardigan with a small hole near the collar she insisted she’d repair eventually. Hair more tangled 
than usual, wrists just as thin. Delicate wrinkles sprawled from the corners of her eyes, and when 
she looked up at him with a tight smile, they formed around her mouth as well. 


Imperfect. 
Real. 


He squeezed her hand, twitching a little when a solid knock rang out from the closed door. The 
Nurse entered in a smooth whirl of stiff fabric and shuffling paper. 


He couldn’t stop staring at how white the walls were. Even Danny’s safehouse had a thin film over 
(streaked into?) the fresh paint. 


“T left a note for your brother.” His mom said softly, thumb stroking back and forth over his 
knuckles. 


“Oh.” The sound sat strangely in his mouth. “That’s... good? That’s good!” He forced a shaky 
smile, but his mom was unconvinced. 


“Alright William Byer, was it?” 


They both looked up at the nurse’s question, nodding and letting her explain her way through 
taking his blood pressure and heartbeat. Will didn’t remember his gown was open in the back until 
after he’d been weighed, and fought the warm flush in his cheeks. 


Her pen scribbled notes into a clipboard as she asked about health history, confirming vaccinations 
with his mom. 


The wall clock’s second hand spun smoothly instead of ticking, a thin red line against white and 
black. 


It felt so fake. 


Will took deep breaths in, exhaling slowly as icy cold metal pressed against his back to listen to his 
lungs. He coughed on accident, apologizing through the last of the rasps and clearing his throat 
loud enough to ring faintly within their hard box of a room. 


The nurse was speaking again, but he wasn’t really listening any more, letting her prod and shine 
lights wherever. A laminated diagram on the wall showed a cutaway of the human body, red blood 
vessels sprawling a tangled web across darker organs. Lines pointed out the names of the parts and 
bones. Ribs to cartilage, straps of tendons down to hips and- 


Barbra choking on a gasp, bone slithered between twitching muscle, shining slick and heavy as 
blood spread in fern frost spirals across the floor- 


Will pulled his head away from the tongue depressor, the sharp taste too much like iron. His mouth 
watered, throat closing up as he squirmed away from the reaching hands. His mother must have 
read something in his expression, because she snatched the waste bin from the corner and shoved it 
under his face just in time. 


He emptied his stomach in a quick purge, hacking phlegm out and almost thankful for the acid- 
burn smell that completely erased the heavy memory-tang of exposed flesh and blood. It was 
disgusting, but it was real. 


Will accepted a paper cup of water, panting over the waste bin as he considered if his stomach if it 
wanted to rebel again. 


His throat tickled and he coughed, hacking until he could spit out the last of of the sick. He wearily 
swished water in his mouth, spitting that out as well and tiredly nodding or shaking his head when 
his mom and the nurse traded off asking about how he felt. 


He just wanted to sleep. Somewhere warm and safe. Somewhere he could pretend that whole 
nightmare was just a fever dream. 


A tiny slip of movement caught his eye. 


There, in the clear water pooling like a resinous film on top of his emptied stomach, a little thing 
twitched. 


Delicate filaments fluttered uselessly, caught in the surface tension like a beached jellyfish. 


A tiny spore. 


In another room, adults rushed around the body of a prone girl, carefully cutting rough stitches and 
taking measurements in an efficient whirlwind of called tools and numbers. 


Further still was the spray of gravel under car tires, two desperate parents rushing into the waiting 
room to demand information. Yes of course they were her parents, they were the emergency 
contact- 


Several blocks away, three boys pedaled furiously down the town’s dark roads - a bloody-nosed 


girl clinging tightly on the back of one. They’d heard the shouts of their friends over a hijacked 
radio, after a girl known only as “Eleven” had promised in stumbling words that Will was alive. 
Promised, and then proved it. 


Across town, Johnathan Byers found his front door still unlocked. That alone wouldn’t have been a 
worry, but for the deep tire tracks in the dirt, and thick blood smeared into the living room carpet. 
An axe tacky with something fiberous, almost glued into the carpet by it. Hardly 90 seconds after 
pulling in the drive, he was already sprinting out, praying the tire tracks were from an ambulance, 
praying that his mom was alright. 


Funeral fliers slid across his passenger seat as his car shrieked around a sharp corner. He couldn’t 
lose anyone else 
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Worries and Waitrooms 


“You’re so slow! C’mon!” 


Mike leaned further over his handlebars, thighs and legs burning with each lunging pedal forward. 
Lucas and Dustin rode ahead of him, both glancing back and letting their bikes coast along as Mike 
fell behind. 


He could feel El shifting behind him, probably looking around with that distantly quizzical 
expression she always seemed to have. The city looked very different at night, compared to their 
earlier ride. Storefronts cast green and red lights across their path from neon signs, windows dark 
and reflective. 


“T’m going to ride ahead!” Lucas called back to him, wobbling a little as he stomped on his bike 
pedals, sweeping smoothly around a corner and hurrying toward yellow streetlights and Hawkin’s 
General Hospital. Dustin hesitated, glancing again over his shoulder, before agreeing. 


“T’ll meet you there - help you find somewhere for El to hide if we need it.” 


Mike nodded, the grip on his handlebars nearly painful as he sat back onto his seat, sucking in 
breaths and trying pretend he wasn’t. Dustin raced off into the gloom, tires bouncing over a grassy 
median as he jumped the curb to take a shortcut into the hospital parking lot. 


“Gotta follow the road.” He explained breathlessly to his passenger, weaving wide around a 
stubbornly persistent curb, his own legs straining under the extra person’s weight and resistance 
when turning. He'd forgotten how many hills Hawkins had between the school and downtown. 
Still, he was glad El was cognizant enough to ride behind him. She’d seemed exhausted and dizzy 
after her display of psychic power, and for a brief, terrifying moment, he thought he might have to 
choose between her and Will. 


They’d all heard his voice, through the supernaturally tuned radio. They had heard the chorus of 
monstrous shrieks through static, and Mrs. Byers’ frantic shouts. 


With the raw emotion of their voices still ringing in his ears, their group had headed first toward 
Will’s house, but a roaring siren splitting the night air had turned their path toward the hospital 
instead. 


Mike’s bike tires crunched through dry leaves as he made the last turn, up onto a smoother 
sidewalk and quick down toward the hospital’s main entrance. He could see Lucas’ and Dustin’s 
bikes propped haphazardly in the bushes, and Dustin’s distinctive hair and ballcap combo under 
yellow floodlights. 


His shoes scuffed the ground as he stopped, and El hopped off the back of his bike as Dustin 
jogged up with a worried alertness. 


“Johnathan just ran in - Lucas and me were turned away, “cause we’re not family.” 


Mike nodded, chewing on his lip reflexively. It WAS pretty late, after all. Visiting hours had long 
ended. Plus, they didn’t know if Will was in surgery, or even if he was... No, he was definitely 
alive. They’d listened to a struggle, but nothing sounded like their friend had been mortally 
wounded. He would have made a sound, right? 


Just imagining that kind of scream made the hair on his arms and neck raise in prickles. 


“Alright?” 


Mike startled a little and turned, not expecting the soft voice at his shoulder. The girl stared 
steadily back, waiting patiently until he processed the question and gave an uncomfortable shrug. 


“T dunno, El. Hopefully.” 
Dustin frowned harder, jerking his head toward the sliding doors. 
“Let’s get outta the cold, anyway. They can’t stop us from hanging out in the waiting room.” 


Mike nodded, walking his bike over to the bushes where his friends’ rides lay, carefully kicking 
the leg down to stand it up. El and Dustin headed into the warm glow inside, but he felt... lost. 


The sweat on his back and face was cold now, chilled by the autumn wind. He couldn’t hear any 
cars this late at night, trees and leaves whispering in distant oceans of sound. Heavy moonlight 
reflected off single cars left far back in the parking lot, off roofs and white bits of trash gathered in 
leafpile corners. Bats flung themselves in dizzying circles to chase likewise dizzy moths, and the 
world just seemed too big. The sky yawned overhead, empty space around him just too open and 
weirdly surreal. 


Will had been gone for several days, and they'd seen a body that looked just like his pulled out of 
the lake. Had heard the announcement of his death, but... he was alive! 


Mike exhaled a slow breath, rubbing cold hands together and half-trotted in to join his friends. 


Warm air enveloped him, everything washed with yellow light and the sterile dust smell that 
hospital waiting rooms often had. Like the couches hadn’t been vacuumed frequently enough, but 
every hard surface had been sanitized to death. 


Lucas was talking quietly to the lady at the front desk, his elbows propped up on the countertop, 
expression somewhere between cajoling and innocent. He gestured in quick little movements, 
always folding his fingers back together in hopeful expectation, trying to squeeze out every drop of 
charm even with the set of his shoulders and careful smile. 


Still, she shook her head ‘no, ’ but at least seemed sympathetic instead of angry at him. 


Mike joined Dustin and El on one of the rough couches, careful not to set his palms on the weird- 
patterned fabric. El’s pink dress stood out brightly against it, the blonde wig tilted just slightly off- 
kilter. He reached up, gently tugging it back into place, avoiding her dark eyes with a muttered 
“Careful.” 


She hummed a small sound, returning to the magazine she was flipping through, though he wasn’t 
sure if she was actually reading or just looking at the pictures. 


“D’ you think they’ll even let us know how he’s doing?” Dustin wondered aloud, kicking his feet 
up in a brief swing. 


“Nope!” Lucas answered from across the room, strolling back to plop down on the magazine table 
instead of a chair. “Apparently that’s confidential information. Did see Will’s brother run in here 
as we arrived, so if we stick around, someone might pop out and tell us what’s up.” His eyes 
brightened when he saw El’s magazine, expression forced into a cheerful smile. “You like cars, 
huh?” 


She glanced up at him, then looked back down at the magazine, not really giving any notable 


response. A stranger would have said Lucas was unbothered by it, but Mike and Dustin both 
noticed the tensing of his shoulders, frustrated clench of his jaw. 


“So hey, wanna try sneaking into his room?” Dustin was quick to interrupt, faking a small laugh 
and an exaggerated cupping of his hand to hide his mouth from the receptionist. 


Mike’s smile felt strained, but the idea.... had merit. 


Lucas turned around to give her an assessing once-over, turning back to them and leaning back 
casually, irritation seemingly forgotten. 


“She’s got novel up there behind her files ‘n stuff. I bet if we waited long enough, she’ll start to 
read again and we can try to sneak past.” 


All of them nodded, except El, who continued to flip idly through glossy car magazine pages with a 
focused intensity. Dustin grinned winningly. 


“So... Act natural-?” His suggestion was interrupted by the sliding door whooshing open, two 
anxious voices speaking over each other and over the sharp clicks of sensible shoes. They rushed 
through a greeting with the receptionist, fumbling IDs out of their pockets and nodding frantically 
when she directed them up the hall. 


The three boys watched them hurry down the hall, eyebrows raised. 
Mike spoke up, “I think that was Barb’s parents.“ 
“Was she missing?” Lucas asked, quickly answered by Dustin’s “Weird timing if she wasn’t.” 


El didn’t look up from her magazine. If one looked closely, one could have noticed her stiff spine, 
unfocused eyes. No hint of that telltale blood that announced her psychic powers, but pure 
discomfort still radiating quietly off her hunched form. 


The boys didn’t see it, preoccupied by plans and questions they had no answers to. 


While Barbara slept, she dreamt of smoke. 


Black, billowing fogs that twisted elegantly into the sky and curved together in a sluggish tornado 
of mass. Smoky eyes endlessly open, darkness in ephemeral folds, limbs unfolding spiderlike from 
its bulk. 


In her dream, the darkness was a comfort. The cold, relaxing. 


From high in the skyline she and the smoke gazed out over the town of Hawkins. Watched smoke- 
dust fingers extend endlessly to fence in a single broken building. She dreamt of vines ensnaring it 
completely, crushing it, and the delighted flicker of hunger when something small and bright 
escaped the crush of rotted boards and heavy roots. 


Barbara dreamt of an intrigued chase, her storm roiling with lightning as it slithered to follow the 
bright thing. 


The light stopped, and her smoke reared up to meet its gaze with power . 


Something purred in the smoke as the light froze, and she felt herself in the roots that reared up to 
grasp the light, pinning it down. Felt her hands like a splitting river just flowing around to pluck 
the little light and its binding up into the sky. 


My light... 


Barbara felt the storm stir back toward town, felt the shift of trees under her, wind and electric 
potentials snapping through black mist. 


Why was the light even important? 
She turned curiously, for the first time pulling her gaze away from the smoke’s intent. 


Within a tight mass of thorns and withered flowers, the little light hung limp. All gangly limbs and 
white hair, green slit-pupil eyes half-open and glazed. 


Green. 
She knew that green. 


The smoke paused, and Barbara squirmed, trying to get a closer look. She knew those eyes. Knew 
that fear, so sharp in contrast with this numbing, blanketing cold. 


Her chest hurt, confusion rattling in her skull. 
How did she know that gree- 


Sharp white jolted through her, choked gasp pulled into ragged lungs despite her own will. Brown 
eyes snapped open under the intense shine of a circle of lights, black bleeding from the whites of 
her eyes to hide in the corners. 


A rush of movement bustled around her, loud beeps and shrill machines overwhelming under the 
loud shout of people handing tools over her body. Something was in her mouth, throat, pressed to 
her face. 


“Ts she awake?” 


Barb turned her eyes to focus on the new person, that Cold, Dark feeling never quite leaving her 
thoughts. 


Somewhere in the back of her mind, she noted she was in surgery. Probably split open somewhere. 
The smell of blood was recognizable, sharp. 


She couldn’t feel a thing. 
Well, no. 
She felt one thing. 


A surgeon’s thin needle pierced the blood bag snaking thin and hot into her arm. It blazed through 
her veins - not the drug, but the sheer heat of red fluid draining into her. 


Even as her eyes fogged over, the heat never became easier to bear. Her arm ached. 


The next sleepy darkness was quiet. 


Not as cold. 


Sleep and Exploration 
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Elsewhere, it was raining. 


He could feel the echoes of it against his skin, like snowflakes tapping warm and ethereal. Not 
here, exactly, but somewhere else, in a world full of stars and sunrises and real wind, it was raining. 
He relished it regardless, tilting his head up toward a ceiling weighted with slowly shifting trunks 
of dark vines. 


Living cobweb stirred, lifted up by its own will in a silver banner flapping slow and heavy with 
loose strands curling and reaching, anxious for a new surface to cling to. 


A heavy exhaustion and heavier vines pinned his body to a corner crowded with torn clothes and 
bones that looked far older than they should have. 


Skeletons of old prey he'd failed to save. 


The slow, smooth slither of a viscous ooze, lines of false veins appearing with irregular pulses 
across tattered shelves. A relentless devouring of every scrap of organic life in this broken library. 


There was no quick skitter of tiny paws. No grumbling hiss of bipedal crawling. Only empty space 
crowded with dust and death and creeping rot between tall stacks where books had long succumbed 
to decay. 


Only silence. 
Awareness. 


A dark and wary regard for jellyfish spores that danced weightlessly in their own undulating 
clouds, spinning close before bouncing away. Watchful for the grey striped slugs that crawled wet 
between human teeth like a thick and cancerous tongue. 


He was so tired. 


They’d gotten out, though. They’d torn open a wall with fire and help from the outside. Climbed 
through with monsters on their heels, and Danny relished the swell of satisfaction thrumming in his 
core. He’d managed to save the kids. 


Barely younger than him, but kids regardless, because he was supposed to be a kid, too. 
This was so fucked up. 


Danny exhaled, watching the pale threaded spores leap out of the way with absent regard. The 
ceiling stirred in creaky twists, walls crawling and tightening around his wrists. The transformation 
to his ghost form had been brief, fizzling out as energy was consumed to defend against the dark 
storm that appeared to rule this place. It resisted his intangibility, saw through invisibility, but still 
flinched away when his fists lit up with green plasma. Still recoiled from his electric blood. 


He suspected that was the only reason he was still alive, trapped as he was instead of sprawled 
open for slugs to burrow between his ribs. 


The storm beyond infected walls grew closer, perched heavy and dark over dirt-smoked windows. 
It rumbled through everything, a growl of presence and fury and hunger restless for satisfaction. 
He could feel it considering him in oily smoke and shadowed ridges where eyes ought to be. Felt 
its irritation when shadows were matched by his own sharp green, challenging. Foolishly 
challenging, perhaps, but there was nothing else he could do with woody lashes keeping him 
secured to a wall and such close observation. 


Atmosphere bore down with a smothering weight, invisible but no less crushing. He fought against 
the feeling of helplessness, trapped under a living storm. 


A lone heartbeat in the dark, framed with thundering clouds. 
Dark intent turned elsewhere, dissatisfied, and the pressure lifted from his chest. 


Danny closed his eyes, focused on the stubborn glow in his core. Prodded it with memories and the 
whispers of an urge to protect, watched a ring spark white from his chest and die back down like a 
snuffed candle. 


His restraints had flinched, so he did it again. 


Like an unhappy snake being prodded, vines sucked in to themselves, away from the radiant energy 
pulsing over his skin. 


Again. 
He freed an arm, fingers splayed and sparking to burn free his other. 
Again. 


He wiggled, fell forward, squirming to kick free his feet until he could roll to a spot of flooring 

free from creeping tendrils that coiled and twitched. His core ached, weariness seeping down 
through his bones as he pulled himself to his feet. The burst of energy from the two kids, from their 
small victory, he had to conserve it somehow. 


Danny felt a small squish and quickly hopped off of the spot he’d stepped back onto, black ooze 
waving little tendrils up at him even after he scraped it off his heel on the musty floorboards. 


He took a breath, a quick look around, and ran. 


The vines reacted quickly, snapping a barrier up around the obvious exit out to the street, lurching 
up in wet groans to guard a broken glass window, so Danny took the next-best offer. His foot 
slammed against a rotted side door, crunching it inward in a shudder of wet splinters that bounced 
off his shoulders as he pushed into the new space. His foot hit tile, and momentum carried him into 
a narrow hallway where the walls were grimy grey and broken, but... free from rot. 


He took a few steps in, but the tendrils had stopped just past the doorway, weaving back and forth. 
Danny raised his hand, a tiny orb illuminating between his fingers. 


Tiles stretched on down a narrow hall much further than the point where the library’s room ought 
to have ended. He cast a wary glance to the hesitant tendrils, and turned to follow the empty space. 


Far away, thunder rumbled. 


“Ts he awake?” 
“Maybe. He deserves all the sleep he can get, though. I wouldn’t try to wake him up.” 
“How is- I mean, is he going to be alright?” 


Will struggled minutely against the cottony weight of sleep, eyelids sealed painfully together. His 
dreams had been menacing, but the creeping fear of being trapped and blinded spread alertness 
with jolts of adrenaline. 


He felt a warm hand settle over his, squeezing gently. 
“Hey honey, I’m here. It’s alright.” 

Oh. 

“Your brother is, too. We’ ve been so worried.” 


Will managed to twitch his fingers in an attempt to squeeze back, lips and tongue useless as he tried 
to mumble a question. It was Johnathan that answered, voice thick with restrained emotion. 


“You’re probably feeling a bit out of it. They’re just sleeping pills, since you...um.” 
His mom’s hand squeezed his fingers again, thumb petting the back of his knuckles. 


“You had some really bad nightmares, and... panic attacks, so they gave you pills so you would 
sleep. If you feel better by tonight, you might be able to come home with us.” 


Will licked his lips, folding his tongue against his teeth and chewing on the edges to try to get 
some articulation back into it. He swallowed. 


“Where’s-” His head swam, and the question died out as he fought against syrupy exhaustion. 


“Barbara just got out of surgery.” His mother’s voice sounded like it was so far away, echoing and 
anchored only by the soft callous still rubbing over the back of his hand. “She’s in rough shape, but 
the doctors are hopeful she’ lI pull through.” 


Good to know, but that wasn’t what he’d wanted to ask. 


He opened his mouth to try asking again, but the thick molasses of drugged sleep was pulling him 
down, down, back into darkness. 


The tunnel kept going. 


Danny walked far longer than he’d expected to, not sure if the endless straight line was more or 


less unsettling than the strange doors he passed. They’d all been rotted, perforated with vines and 
rot that never extended past a finger’s length into the tiled space. 


The air felt stale, in here. Like a closet in an old house, aired out for the first time in years. Musty 
and dry. 


A door caught his attention, steel and cold and sterile. The first in a long row of them, identical 
where past doors had been of all shapes and materials. 


He paused, green glow dancing across his fingers in wavering reflections on a shiny metal plate 
and glossy window too smoked over to see through. On both sides of him, the hallway stretched on 
and on into darkness, broken only by his own light. 


The handle bit frosty cold into his hand when he pulled it down, pushing to creak it open in a slow 
arc. 


The inside was just as hard and cold as the tunnel outside, but the ceilings were taller, walls 
framing a square room with a glass observation pane blocking off one end, and a stainless steel 
table with a single chair perched to face it. 


Danny tilted his head in, keeping one foot outside to look around the tiny room. It only had one 
exit, and dark glass reflected only the table, and- 


He paused, muscles tensing as he realized the reflection didn’t match. He was there, yes, but sitting 
at the table was a young girl, younger than Will had been, with similar coloring and a pale blue 
medical gown doing nothing to hide bony wrists and sunken collarbones. Spread across the 
reflected table was a collection of little potted plants, and wires with needles that perched into each 
succulent leaf. The girl looked up toward the observation glass, and Danny bristled, but no attack 
came. She wasn’t even looking at him. 


The reflected plants twitched, and the girl looked back down to them. One unfurled a little white 
flower. Another spread its leaves, wiggling in a slow undulation. It grew upward, leaves 
multiplying, unfolding, and the little girl winced, looking away. 


She pressed a hand to her nose, tiny fingers coming away dark with blood, and the reflection faded, 
until Danny was just staring at a metal chair and equally empty table. 


He swung the door closed, the small click feeling unnaturally loud. 


In the corner of his eye, another white door swung open. 
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When morning stretched its pale pink fingers across the sky, heavy mists still blanketed Hawkins. 
Ragged branches reached upward out of the gloom, and brown leaves rustled with every hush of 
wind. 


Sheriff Hopper woke bleary-eyed and aching, sluggishly twisting on his couch to squint at the pile 
of empty bottles and pills at eye-level on his side table. Gears in his head turned slowly, and he 
reached a hand out to drag a bottle off the table to read the smudged letters. 


What an awful way to wake up. 
His memory jolted, and fingers tightened on the prescription-orange plastic. 


No, he hadn’t drunk himself to sleep last night, he KNEW that. The image of an organic sprawl of 
nastiness wasn’t so easily forgotten. 


His temper flared at the shitty attempt to get him to brush it off as a dream. Hopper swept his arm 
across the table. Pills scattered across a soot-stained carpet, feet grinding them in further as he 
staggered to his feet. 


He was on to something, he KNEW it. They were covering it up. Why else go through the effort? 


It didn’t matter if he remembered or not. They could point to his alcohol and his pills, and say he 
hallucinated something. He rubbed his face with his hands, growling into the pressure. 


Fuckers. 

He picked up his phone, the first digits of Joyce’s number halted mid-press. 
Hopper set the phone back down in its cradle and stared at the old plastic. 
Why go through the trouble... 


Fury sparking again, he ripped the telephone clean off the wall. He ignored the sharp cut of plastic 
digging into his knuckles as he gutted the machine. He’d fixed plenty, he was familiar enough with 
tinkering to recognize- 


He pulled a little wire out, and it didn’t belong. The significance of it burned his fingers, but he 
tightened them, yanking it and a fair amount of cord out of the wall. He turned to his lamp, his 
outlets, light switches, anywhere with power. Pulled them apart, scattered their guts across his 
living room. 


Only the telephone. Good. 


Hopper sat on the couch, cradle and phone both hanging from his fingertips, long wires trailing up 
to his wall. 


He cut out the spying microphone, made his call. 

“Joyce, you wouldn’t-“ 

“He’s alive!” 

Hopper could only grunt in confusion. 

“Will, he’s alive, he’s home. My boy, we’re at the hospital. Barb, too. They’ re both here.” 
Oh. 

“T’ll head over as soon as I can.” 


She hung up, and Hopper sat for a long moment, twisting the microphone contemplatively between 
his fingers. He knew what he saw. That room was real. 


If Will came back with some convenient story about kidnapping or wandering lost in the woods... 
he didn’t know what he’d do. 


He grabbed his keys, and left the house. 


Will relished the flood of people that bustled into his room the moment visiting hours opened up. 


The more people he could stuff into the room, the better. Doctors and nurses, or family and friends, 
it didn't matter. He wanted to force some life into it. 


Warmth. Energy. Human presence. 


Will agreed with his own resolution even more when his brother rushed in with a breathless groan 
of relief, practically collapsing next to his bedside. He hovered with a distressed expression, hands 
shoved between his knees in an attempt to stop from just grabbing at him. 


“You’re alive.” 


The words tumbled repetitious out of Johnathan’s mouth. The moment Will gave the OK, his 
brother’s arms wrapped around him, head tucked to his shoulder. Their mom watched from Will's 
other side, still reading the pamphlets she'd been given by doctors. She had been trying to be 
discreet, but Will had already seen the word 'Trauma' in bold blue letters before she could hide it. 


“Holy shit, I thought I lost you." Johnathan's voice was muffled through Will's thin blanket, "I was 
planning a funeral. You’re here. You’re here.” 


Will tried to offer a reassuring expression to battle the thick sound of tears in Johnathan’s throat, 
but his brother wouldn’t look up. Will made due, resting the hand not hooked up to a saline drip 
and heart monitor onto his brother’s head to pat his hair. 


He made a face at the smell. 


“Dude, you need a shower.” 


His mom huffed a small, half sob of a laugh, and Johnathan finally sat up, eyes searching over 
Will’s face. He offered a wane smile, letting his brother rake through his half-tangled hair, over the 
edges of his face. His mom had already tried combing a little, but the residue of the other world 
would need scrubbing to get out. 


“Look who’s talking, squirt.” The last word cracked, and Will looked down from his analysis of 
sunken shadows under his brother's eyes, “You’re filthy.” 


Will made sure to grab his brother's hand before he could pull away completely, anchoring himself 
in the warm palm and familiar feeling of his family around him. 


“Not like I had access to running water, you know. You don’t have that excuse.” 


He could feel the two of them sharpen in intensity, sharing a glance over him. The slimy anxiety 
curling hard in his gut seemed to pulse, unfurling in a quickening of his heart and breath. They’d 
ask about where he had been, wouldn’t they? He’d have to recite it, have to relive unnatural hisses 
and unseeing eyes. 


He... he would do it. He had to share information about that place, if they were going to get Danny 
back out. 


Lucas and Dustin pushed into the room in a tumble of backpacks and wide eyes. They each 
grabbed a hospital chair from the side of the room, dragging it with a shriek across waxed tiles. 
Will winced at the pitch, hair on his arms and neck raising. He checked the window reflexively, 
then forced himself to relax his crushing grip on his brother's hand. 


“Probably hanging out with his new girlfriend. ” 


“Elle is just shy, she doesn’t mean anything by it.” Dustin turned to Will, his bright smile 
reassuring. “He’ll be up soon.” 


Johnathan squeezed his hand back, just a little. He could feel the eyes boring in the the side of his 
head for that. Will shook his head, trying to shake out the feeling. He offered his friends a forced 
smile, letting it relax into a real one as they started talking over one-another to update him on what 
had gone on while he was missing. 


He relaxed back against his pillows, enjoying the feeling of being half-smothered under his friends 
and family. Their words washed over him and affirmed that yes, he was alive. He was real. 


This wasn’t a dream. 


Barbara's parents were at her bedside when Nancy slipped in to visit. She offered them both a 
small, forced smile, setting a vase of white daisies on one of the tables. She fussed over the flowers 
for a moment, fluffing the petals apart to look a bit bigger. 


"Thank you for coming, honey. It's good to see you." 


Nancy turned to her friend's mom, dipped her head a little in greeting. The words felt caught on her 
tongue. Nancy rubbed her fingers over the edges of the ripped pictures, not sure how to articulate 
what she wanted to say when Barb wasn’t the only one who could hear her. 


“I... um, wanted to apologize.” 
She shifted uneasily, eyes flicking between both of her friend’s parents. They were listening. 


“To her, and... to you, I guess. I-“* She swallowed, pushing the picture back into her purse. Now 
wasn't the time for that. 


“On the night Barb disappeared, she and I got into an argument. I... said some really cruel things to 
her. I don’t think I meant them, I just wanted- Well,” Nancy forced a smile past building tears. “I 
wanted to do some pretty dumb stuff. Barb tried to stop me, and I lashed out at her to leave me 
alone. I didn’t want....” 


She swallowed past a lump in her throat, eyes skittering over the dip in the covers where a shin and 
foot should have been. 


“T didn’t want this.” 


“T know, honey.” She startled a little when Barb’s mother spoke through her tissue, face still a 
splotchy red. “You’ve been a good friend to her for a long time. I know this wasn’t your fault.” 


Nancy shrugged helplessly, twisted her fingers together. It didn’t feel like it wasn’t. 


“She was lucid for a little while, between surgeries.”” Her mom added in a whisper. “If you come 
back another day, she might be awake, and you can talk then. I'm sure she missed you.” 


Nancy nodded, sensing the dismissal. 


“Yeah, I'll just-“ She bumped into the doorway as she backed up, startling herself. “I mean, yeah, 
Ill see-“ She looked at her friend’s mom, down to Barb's missing leg, and back up. “Ill see you 
later.” 


She sagged against the wall outside, pressing the heels of her palms to her eyes, to her cheeks. 
Staving back tears. She heard Dustin shout something a few doors down, and remembered Ms. 
Byer’s call that morning. She must have called everyone who knew their family with the news. 


Still, it was a relief, to know her friend was here - in safe care now, if not unharmed. 
Hopefully she’d wake soon. 


Nancy trailed toward the Byers room, mostly intending to find Mike and give the Byers family 
some space. 


She didn’t see her brother inside, but the change in atmosphere was a relief. Excitement, happiness. 
Will was awake. He offered her a wave and a smile when she poked her head in to look. Johnathan 
glanced up to meet her eyes, then turned away too quickly to be casual. 


“Have you seen Mike?” She asked, voice still rough. 

Dustin answered, “He was down in the lobby with us, but had to use the bathroom.” 
Will tilted his head. “I thought he was with his girlfriend?” 

“Uh, I mean-“ 


“Mike’s girlfriend had to go to the bathroom, and he didn’t want to leave her alone. She’s from out 
of town, really nervous about everything. You know the sort.” Lucas's smile was blinding, and 


Nancy nodded. 


“Thanks, Lucas. I'll try to make sure he gets some visiting time before we go home. I don’t want to 
overwhelm Will.” 


“Don’t worry about it!” Will piped in, smile genuine despite the purple cast to his skin where 
capillaries showed through. He looked exhausted, and ill, but still delighted to see her. “You can 
wait in here for him, if you want.” Nancy glanced back out into the hallway, but obligingly 
scuffled in. 


Without further ado, the boys resumed their conversation, Johnathan and Joyce sitting by with 
sharp eyes. 


“Will, you were saying?” Lucas invited, watching as his friend took a fortifying breath. 


“Right. I wasn’t kidnapped. Not by a person. I know you probably won’t believe me, or think ’'m 
crazy or something, but I was taken by monsters.” 


“The Demigorgon!” 
“T knew it.” 


The boys turned to Nancy, and Nancy turned to Johnathan, pulling a picture out of her pocket. She 
hesitated only a moment, but Joyce was already watching her keenly, without judgement. 


“T found this in the pictures you took- um, that one time.” She stood up, laying the picture’s pieces 
on the bed and arranging them together. She pointed out the dark shape through the trees, and Will 
nodded. 


“That’s probably one of them, yeah. They’re humanoid, and really tall, with big gross heads that 
open up like a flower, and it’s just one big mouth inside. Do you have some scrap paper? I can 
draw one for you.” Will spoke more than he was comfortable with, forcing the words out. 


If he clammed up now, they'd never come, and his wasn't the only life on the line. Even if those 
memories scared the sense out of him, they needed to know. He didn't know if Danny was even 
still alive for sure, but the teen had survived in there for a long time already. Hopefully he could 
survive a little longer. 


Joyce shakily passed her son a pencil, pulling a scrap from the notepad left behind for notes. 
“Wait, you’re serious?” Dustin squinted at the photo. “We were right?” 
Will nodded. 


“T didn’t really have the courage to name them when I was there, so I guess you can call them 
whatever.” His sketch was rough, but it showed the general shape of the things that had terrorized 
them. Long arms, hunched back, the almost-human head and shoulders, then the blooming profile 
of their scream. 


“We were theorizing that you got sent to a different dimension, like planar travel or something. A 
dark reflection of this world.” 


His mom took the drawing as Lucas spoke, set it next to the photo, and made a small, horrified 
sound of realization. 


“That’s a weirdly accurate guess. How-?” 


He watched his friends exchange a secretive look, staring back to Joyce before laughing nervously. 
“Tl tell you later?” 


“Dustin Henderson, You will NOT hide secrets about this!” 


Will gave an apologetic shrug, pulling the blankets a bit tighter to his waist as his friend shrank 
back from the fierce tone. 


"I mean, it's not really my secret to tell-" 


“T agree with mom.” Will interrupted, then fiddled with his blanket when his friends stared at him 
in surprise. " I mean, there’s still someone else in there, and we need all the information we can 
get.” 


“Someone else-?” It was Johnathan who spoke, watching Will closely. 


“Yeah. The reason I’m fine, and why Barb is alive, is because of Danny. He’s been stuck in there 
for a while, and figured out some of their weaknesses. He’s been living in a fortified apartment - 
You were right, about the dark mirror thing. The world in there is just like this world. Same 
locations and everything, but everything is gross and rotted.” Will paused, sipping at the water his 
brother handed to him when his voice cracked. 


“Danny protected me, and stitched up Barb after she was attacked. He got us food and water, and 
was the one who shoved us through the wall after Mom axed it open.” He shot her a shy smile. 
“That was really cool, by the way.” 


His mom nodded, still staring down at his drawing. 


“Tf there’s someone else in there, then we need to get them out. But!” She looked up at him, voice 
still sharp. “Not if it puts you in danger.” 


Will nodded quickly. “I don’t want to go back there, but... someone might have to, to give Danny 
a shot of getting out.” 


His mom laid a hand on his head, smoothing down his hair. “For once, can you leave this to the 
adults, sweetheart?” 


He shrugged awkwardly, picked at a loose thread. 
Nancy spoke up. “What kind of weaknesses?” 


“Fire,” Will started listing off. “They don’t see, only smell and hear, so if you’re inside and they’re 
outside, they might not sense you. Blunt impact seemed to work? I made a flamethrower out of 
some hairspray and they hated that. And-“‘ He stopped himself, about to say ‘Danny’s blood’ 
before realizing that likely wouldn’t be a good thing to share. “And that’s about it. They probably 
don’t like loud noises.” He added the last as an afterthought. 


When Hopper arrived at the hospital, half the morning had already passed. He inquired at the front 
desk about the Holland and Byers rooms, about the missing persons case suddenly resolved. He 


had few questions, he said, and they gave him the room number. 


He passed someone knocking angrily on a unisex bathroom, jiggling the knob. They noticed his 
badge and his tired expression, and decided abruptly to be elsewhere. Hopper left the door alone - it 
wasn't his business. 


Hopper took a slow breath, tried to keep his nerves steady. Tried to keep his mind open to any 
story. 


Barbara Holland wasn't awake yet, but her parents graciously invited him inside. She hadn't said 
anything about where she was, they said. Badly injured, sleeping for her own health. Tomorrow, 
maybe. Come back tomorrow. Hopper tilted his hat and stepped as quiet as he could to leave. 


The Byers door opened quickly when he knocked and announced himself, Joyce at the door far 
more serious than he expected. 


“Ts Will-“ 


“He’s fine, Hopper.” She tilted to the side and let him see the boy and his friends chatting around a 
few bits of paper, Johnathan and a teenage girl both on the edges of their seat to talk in low tones. 


“T actually wanted to talk to you-“ she started, but he interrupted with a forced smile “-Great, 
excellent, lets take a walk.” Anywhere away from the bugs inevitably saturating the hospital. 


“Outside?” He offered, and Joyce cautiously accepted. 
Please trust me. 


“Hang tight, everyone. I'll be back in a few minutes.” The kids all waved at her call, and Joyce 
shut the door behind her. 


“Outside-Outside.” Hopper clarified softly, and put on a cheerful smile as they walked. “It’s so 
good to see things sorted out so neatly! Everyone home, a real Christmas miracle.” Joyce was 
clever. She caught on to the reason for his merriment, eyes tracking the official-looking folks in the 
waiting room as they passed. Behind dark sunglasses, she could swear they tracked her back. 


“Maybe a bit early for Christmas, but it's still good to have him back, you know? I’m so relieved.” 
“Of course you are! Can’t wait to get everything settled and back to normal.” 


The two of them made their way to the outside of the hospital, giving anything tech-based a wide 
birth as Hopper dropped his voice to a low whisper. 


“T broke into the Hawkins National Labs last night.” 
Joyce whirled on him. “You WHAT?” In her own harsh whisper. 


“T broke in. I found WIII’s fake body. It was stuffed with cotton, they planned to trick you. They 
caught me, and drugged me, and bugged my house, but not before I got a look at what they’ re 
hiding. It’s a doorway- Please don’t think ’m crazy, Joyce, I’m dead serious, I’m so sorry for 
doubting you before.” 


“A doorway to another dimension?” 


“Tt was a door to-“‘ He stopped abruptly, hair prickling up his arms with a hopeless sort of dread. 
“You knew.” 


She knew. Was she in on it? Had he shown his hand to the wrong person? Betrayal and nausea rose 
in his throat. 


Joyce shook her head. “Not like that, no, I found out this morning. Will was talking about what 
happened to him. The kids had been looking for him as well. They’ ve been saying he was in 
another dimension, with monsters that dragged him in.” She gave a shaky exhale. “My eldest took 
a picture of one of those things the night Barbara went missing. My youngest is offering 
illustrations of the monsters, and Hopper, I pulled the two of them out through a bleeding hold in 
my wall.” 


He stared at her, dumbstruck. The whiplash of emotions took a bit to sort out. 


“Yes, A literal hole in my wall. I could hear them calling from the other side, and I could see this 
nasty looking blister. I took an axe and I hacked it open, and managed to pull the two of them out 
through my wall. There’s probably still slime on my carpet that hasn’t dried yet. I saw Barb’s 
wounds when I pulled her out of there, and they match the bite-pattern Will has been drawing. The 
monsters are real.” 


Hopper’s face scrunched up and he turned away, bowing his head to put his hands on his knees, 
half-crouched on the hospital garden path. 


“Oh fuck.” Hopper groaned. 


“God, I wish I had some grass right now.” Joyce muttered, pulling a pack of cigarettes from her 
purse and lit one to breathe in. Hopper choked his agreement, holding his hand out to beg one off 
her. Joyce put a lit cigarette between his fingers, watched him suck on it like it was the last butt in 
the world. 


“Extra-dimensional monsters. They drugged me, Joyce. They tried to cover it up.” He gasped the 
words, face still red when he stood up. “There’s a whole damn world out there, they have a fucking 
DOOR in their basement. People are in danger, and they’re covering it up. I dug up a bunch of dirt 
on a woman named Terry Ives trying to find Will, and I think they were running human 
experiments in there. It's nasty, whatever it is.” 


Joyce nodded.’’For the sake of the two of us freaking out all at once, he says there’s another person 
still in there - Someone who helped him out. Protected him, got the two of them to safety. The boys 
already want to launch a rescue mission.” 


“Fuck.” The cigarette twitched between his lips, and he reached a hand up to steady it, muttering 
“Fuck” once more, with feeling. 


They shared a look, and as one decided to head back inside. 


Neither of them missed the federal agents still in the waiting room. 


Danny lingered in the tunnel between places. The chilly quiet was much nicer to endure than the 
fear outside. He entered each of the doors as they swing open invitingly, watched old memories 
replay. 


Different girls endured experiments. Some of them adult, most of them underage. Sometimes they 


were lucid, other loops they could barely keep their head up to listen to the orders they were 
given. 


Each of the doors had a different number, and each performed a different task. 


Making plants grow. Making a vegetable fall apart into rot. Making a man thrash about like he was 
seeing something. One girl vomited up a yellow-white egg, sobbing as it was confiscated from her 
- something dark moving about inside it. 


Each of the visions ended, restarted in the same place it started, and Danny moved on. 


He drifted deeper down the hallway, opening some doors on his own. They revealed different 
areas of this town. A school cafeteria. An office. A bathroom. A laboratory. All abandoned, full of 
rot. The doors connected each part of this world together in a tangled cobweb. 


The final door stood alone at a dead-end, where no rot crawls. Just old, dirty white tiles. 


Danny eased it open a crack, then a bit more when nothing jumped out from the black void. He 
squinted in, peering past a whole lot of nothingness. 


A shape shifted slightly, and his eyes snapped to the figure of a girl standing alone, as if in the 
middle of a dark room. 


Danny flicked his fingers to light his hand up with green. He stepped into the thick black, shivering 
when the doorway’s light stopped at its threshold, not spilling in an inch. Thankfully, his own glow 
was not stopped. 


There was only him and her, faintly illuminated by a green light. 
He waited for the memory to start. 


He sighed, and twitched slightly when she quickly twisted to look at him. Her brown eyes were so 
wide that they flickered green with reflections, head shaved bald like the other girls. 


Small. 

“Who...?” 

She’s here. Real. She can see him. 
He took a few quick steps forward. 


“Are you alright? Are you hurt? How’d you get in this-!’” He stumbled as something punched 
against his chest, like a huge hand was shoving him back. He held a hand to his chest, watching 
her. Message received. 


“Just to be sure, you’re... not hurt?” 

The girl shook her head, but kept her arm outstretched in warning. 

“That’s good. Can you leave this place?” The girl nodded. Danny felt relief bubble up. 
“Please do. It’s dangerous here. You shouldn’t stay.” 


“..And you?” Her voice crackled around the edges from disuse, dark eyes solemn and focused. 


Danny agreed. “Yeah, I shouldn’t be here either, but I can’t get out.” 
Something growled in the darkness. 


Danny tensed, ears pricking toward the rasp of something breathing. He didn’t see anything but 
more void when he turned to check, and when he turned to look back, the girl was gone. 


He stood in the darkness for a long moment. Listening. Waiting. 
When nothing else happened, Danny retreated, closing the door behind him. 
The plaque on this one wasn’t scratched or smeared with blood. Two little numbers. 
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Back in the hospital unisex bathroom, a girl named E] let her friend hold a damp tissue to her face, 
not sure how to explain that she’s gotten used to the taste of blood dribbling over her lips. She 
could always lick it away. No need to fuss. 


She watched her own reflection in the bathroom mirror, dark purple smudges under brown eyes. 
Hollow cheeks and translucent skin. The boy in the darkness almost looked as bad as she did. That 
same terrified, hungry look. 


He wasn’t scared for himself, though, was he? 
He was scared for her. 


How strange. 


Eyes In The Dark 


Chapter Summary 


I wonder if I still should warn people about graphic descriptions of death and decay at 
this point? 
We're getting into that again. =) 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Head of Security, Peter Burton reviewed the tapes again in the dark office, slowly sipping off the 
surface of his coffee. 


Despite working in near-total darkness for the sake of seeing the details of security feeds more 
clearly, his suit was crisply pressed, and a pair of headphones draped over his shoulders. His finger 
tapped the keyboard, frame-by-frame watching the local Chief of Police Jim Hopper enter the 
room where they had kept the dummy body of William Byers. Watched him cut it open, Watched 
from this outside angle as Chief Jim Hopper punched him hard enough that he slumped 
unconscious to the ground. 


They could file a lawsuit for that. Concussions hard enough to knock someone out were often 
damaging enough for lasting brain damage. Luckily, the unconsciousness had only lasted a few 
seconds, though he recalled laying in a daze for a minute or two before one of his employees found 
him. 


They could file criminal suits for several things that were done in this recording. Breaking and 
entering. Destruction of government property. Assault and battery. Accessing secure and top-secret 
areas and information. 


He watched Hopper enter the contaminated area, coughing past the heavy mist and spores. 
Watched Hopper step up to the gate. Touch its living strands. 


He must have heard a guard approaching, because he suddenly turned with his gun ready, 
searching through the fog. One of his men shouted to get his attention, and another approached 
from behind to inject a sedative. 


Memory loss from the drug was common, but not guaranteed. They’d left out enough drugs and 
alcohol when placing him back in his home to cast additional doubt, but - again - it was not 
guaranteed. Chief Hopper was like a dog with a bone when he found a case that truly interested 
him. Stubborn. Territorial. Persistent. 


Peter sighed over his coffee, taking another slow sip. 


The fact that William Byers and Barbara Holland had returned through a doorway that they had not 
created was.... Alarming. He already knew the creatures could make their own doors, but none of 
their tests confirmed a human could pass through them. 


On one hand, this meant that additional monitoring may lead to ways into the dark world that may 


not be quite as dangerous as the stable door. On the other, it meant there were active doors that 
people could stumble on and remember . 


The children returned right into Joyce Byers’ lap, and threw one hell of a wrench in their plans. 


He already regretted not replacing the bug in her house after her earlier phone had shorted. They 
didn’t get enough forewarning before she checked them both into the hospital, calling what felt like 
half the damn town to tell them the news. They also hadn’t been able to bug the hospital room 
ahead of their arrival, only managing to get one in with some of the get-well flowers after the boy 
received several visitors. Who knew what he’d shared? 


He still had some agents in the waiting room to track who came and went to see the two. 


His men were already cleaning up Ms. Byers’ home, scrubbing clean the carpet and wiping down 
anything that might have been evidence. The rest of the house was going to get a thorough scrub- 
down as well, just in case. A few bugs in less-violate places than the phone wouldn’t go amiss. She 
might be suspicious, but they were under the banner of a local cleaning company, services paid for 
‘from the community.’ The leader of that operation even went door-to-door before getting started, 
asking people if they wanted to donate to the cause. A few had. 


If he’d gotten word of their return soon enough, it might have been possible for one or both of them 
to quietly pass from their injuries. Might still be possible for the Holland girl - from the reports, 
she’d somehow survived being mauled by one of the beasts. One of her legs had been irreparable, 
and was amputated. Extensive surgeries like that were a strain on the system. It wouldn’t be 
unusual if she passed in her sleep from the shock. 


Peter set down his mug, tapping his fingertip on the warm ceramic. 


No, suspicions were already raised. It was too risky. Chief Hopper and Joyce Byers had already 
shown themselves unwilling to let certain things drop. The Holland parents might roll over, but 
since their daughter’s presence was related to William, anything untoward that happened to her 
would also be seen as too coincidental. 


He could threaten their employment to keep their silence. 
Could threaten them with prison. 
Could actually arrest them. 


He mulled that over, and set it aside for consideration. The biggest worry was the two of them 
spreading information that they couldn’t cover up. None of them wanted this information falling 
into enemy hands. 


One of his “cleaning” vans sent him a picture of Ms. Byers’ ex-husband on the scene, and a report 
said he’d asked about where she was. They acted the part of local cleaners, and told him the good 
news. He left shortly after, on a road headed out of town. 


A shame. He could have used a man motivated more by greed than familial bonds. 
What a mess. 


Back to the issue on-hand. 


Chief Hopper had seen the door. 
Joyce Byers had seen a door, and had pulled her child out through one. 
They’d provided a false body earlier, which was now terribly incriminating. 


Too many people had seen them to dismiss the return as a woman’s grief-mad ravings. Hospital 
records were easy to erase, but eyewitnesses were not. 


His finger stopped mid-tap. 


Instead of silencing them, what if he brought the two of them into the fold? Let them see what they 
were working on, and slapped them with non-disclosure agreements to keep state secrets. Those 
two hadn’t undergone the thorough historical and psychological testing that his own teams had, but 
the point was to keep them quiet, not have them work for him. If they could be reassured that their 
work was intended to protect the town, perhaps they could let things lie. 


Another explorer went into the door this morning, in the hopes that the creatures inside had been 
drawn away by William and Barbara’s escape. It seemed to work at first - aside from their very 
first entrance, that walk had been their longest on record. 


He didn’t know much else about what they found, only that the scientists seemed terribly excited. 


Peter pulled the headphones back up over his ears, listened to the fragments of audio his other 
security officers had flagged as interesting/important. 


Someone named Danny was mentioned, several times since the bug had been planted. The only 
information William Byers and his mother dropped about that name was that he’d helped William 
survive in the world beyond the doorway. That ‘Danny’ had been living there longer than the boy 
had. 


His inbox pinged. 


The Head of Research already replied back to his email about the transcripts of those audio files, 
careful words conveying excitement despite the bland punctuation. 


The email described that, In several of their walks, they’d captured images of an ‘Anomaly.’ 
Something far more human-shaped than the other monstrous beings. In image attachments, Peter 
flicked through a few silhouettes, a blurred smear of a white-skinned hand, each labeled with the 
date they’d been taken. The final attachment was a picture simply called “Anomaly 001”. 


The figure itself was mostly hidden by the leaping blur of a creature diving to attack the 
cameraperson, but it’d still managed to capture the shape of a human torso and two glowing eyes, 
bright enough to cut through the fog and still show the thin lines of black slit pupils. 


Humanoid, but not human. 
Was it one of the people who had been taken into the gate? 
Was it capable of controlling the other creatures? Did it want to harm his men, or prevent harm? 


They didn’t know. Perhaps only specific individuals caught its interest, so the ones they sent 
without being hand-picked were doomed to die. Perhaps that's why only the children, who had 
been dragged into the world against their will instead of walking in head-on, had lived. 


But if the ‘Anomaly’ was the one who helped William Byers survive his days in that world, the 
boy might be able to tell them more. 


The Head of Research went off on another tangent about the spores in his email, but none of it 
seemed interesting. He read it regardless, knowing any detail was important to his position. 


His pager beeped. One of his men at the hospital had sent him a note to let him know Chief 
Hopper and Joyce Byers had taken a walk together, and had just returned. 


Peter took a larger swig from his cooling coffee and made up his mind. 
He sent a quick page back, letting them know to expect him shortly. 


He had some meetings to arrange. 


In the tiled hall of this in-between place, Danny took a breath. Someone else knew he was there. 
Or, someone else was existing here. He didn’t know which. 


He hoped she was alright. 

He tested the handle to her door, suspicions confirmed when it wouldn’t open. 
Was she a part of all this? The source? 

She couldn’t be the only one, there had been other numbered doors. 


Regardless, he ought to move on. It had been a long time since he ate anything, and without Will 
and Barb's bright emotions refueling his ghostly core, it would be foolish to waste his energy 
unnecessarily. He could always come back. 


He headed back to the library door, reading off the numbers in his head as he passed them. Some 
doors didn’t match the sterile hallway, those ones likely leading to other parts of the world. 


Danny paused. Listened. 
He set a hand on the white tiled wall and felt the glazed ceramic tremble. 
A light overhead flickered anxiously. 


That was all the warning he got before one of the wooden doors behind him burst open in a heady 
rush of sound, black smoke pouring into the hall like a physical avalanche. It hardly paused before 
its dark tip turned toward Danny. 


It screamed . 


Danny shouted a curse into the roaring winds as he leapt forward like a startled deer, tripping over 
himself in a mad dash to get away. 


The storm tore in after him, tiles crunching off the walls and up from the floor, fracturing like 
glass. 


Ahead of him, another wood-and-glass door splintered inward, trapping him between two walls of 
fury. He wasn’t strong enough to fight it head-on like this, not when he couldn’t run. 


One last door between the advancing malice, and Danny ripped it open. He dove in, and spat 
another curse when it turned out to be a dead-end. Another memory room, of that table and chair, 
that dark mirror of a wall. 


Seeing no other option, the first wisps of black already chasing him into the room, Danny put his 
back to the mirror, readying his fists to light up with energy the moment it came close enough to 
punch. 


He expected cold glass against his back. Expected his heel to bump it, and to use the wall as a 
launching pad for fighting momentum. 


He didn’t expect to phase through it 


From the other side of the two-way mirror, he watched black clouds press itself against glass. 
Watched lightning rake claws against it, the roar muffled by a barrier it apparently could not pass. 
Billowing black ink against the inside of a Jar. 


Or outside of one. 

Danny continued to walk backwards until something snagged under his heel, and he tripped. 
Twisting to land on his knees, he found more of the vines- no, not vines. 

Cables. 


Electric cables, twisted together into thick ropes. His eyes followed them to a black platform, 
where they joined a hundred others to twist up the side of a glass cylinder and heave over the top to 
dip into the top. 


Behind him, the thunderclouds roared louder, still muffled into near-silence. 
Danny slowly stood, mouth dry as nausea roiled in his gut. 
A hundred observations drew together in one awful conclusion. 


Before him, wreathed in cables that dug like burrowing worms under skin, was a body floating in 
cloudy water. 


Like a fish that had died and been left to rot in its aquarium, slowly consumed by white fungus 
until it fell apart. 


Long black hair hung in a spiderweb veil in the stagnant water, little flecks hanging like frozen 
snowflakes where they had sloughed off. Muscles expanding out into a fleshy, wet mesh of fibers 
only loosely connected. All the terrible details of her decay were cast sharper by the light of a 
single LED shining down from the top of the tank - the same cold light as the strange, unmoving 
moon outside. 


Flesh was rendered in white and mottled black in different stages of decomposition, pierced by a 
hundred different wires. Human cruelty was evident all around them. 


Danny felt his skin crawl under her thousand-yard stare, and took a small step back to examine his 
surroundings. The dim light didn’t cast very far. He raised a hand to summon a green light to his 


palm. 
The silence snapped into a piercing storm of screams. 


Water suddenly churned with bubbles, hands slapping on the inside of the glass, terrified faces 
twisted, mouths open to exhale streams of bubbles. Faster than he could keep track, the faces 
changed position like overlapping film, warping and twisting. Sometimes facing toward him, 
toward someone else, fingers flickering between white and brown, adult and child. The black storm 
behind him echoed their voices. 


The glass shuddered, and Danny flinched so hard that his light sputtered out. 


Silence snapped back up around him as if nothing had happened. The water was still around her. 
Not a single hair had moved. 


Behind a wall of glass behind him, clouds continued to churn uneasily. 


Danny swallowed around the knot in his throat, stomach twisting with guilt and grief as he recalled 
the theory he’d offered Will back then. 


“It’s a weird pocket of rot where there shouldn’t be anything. Like something died in one of the 
universe’s pores and we’re stuck in the worst ingrown hair ever.” 


An anchor for all the fury and resentment and fear of the victims that followed after her in what 
must have been a chain of human experimentation. 


The dead girl quietly floated in her own decay. 
Trapped and forgotten. 


He stood with her in the dark, and whispered; 


“T don’t know how to fix this.” 


She didn’t offer an answer. 
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-- JOYCE -- 


The day passed in a whirlwind of discussion. Will’s hospital room grew warm from afternoon 
sunlight through the windows, and bodies huddled together, each of them gravitating toward her 
son. 


It seemed like years had passed since she last saw him safe and laughing with his friends. 


Hardly longer than a week, but his shy smiles and determined expressioned loosened something 
painful in her chest. 


She sat at his elbow and listened attentively as the boys alternated between DND terminology and 
her son’s recounting of the dark world. In a distant sort of way, she was aware of how unbelievable 
it sounded from an outsider’s perspective, but she remembered the heft of an axe in her hand - the 


meaty splitting of that breathy membrane. 


Danny kept coming up - she’d only seen a flash of him through the hole before it closed. She’d 
caught a glimpse of a pale face, had heard him urging the two through. 


Joyce didn’t have enough information about him to make any judgements, but she trusted her son. 


And Will said he was good - that Danny protected him, helped him survive for days between 
monsters she’d only ever imagined could come from imagination. (But Barb’s wounds weren’t 
anyone’s imagination, and the living thing that her son had coughed up was real enough to make 
her stomach churn. 


If that boy was alone again, of course he’d need saving. 


On the same note, she could see the tension in Will’s shoulders when it was his turn to talk. Could 
see the way he stopped himself at odd points, describing Danny. Subtle things that she might have 
brushed off as nervousness if not for the way it kept happening . 


How’d Danny stop the monsters from coming into the apartment, if it had windows? 
How’d he fight off the monsters? 


Will mentioned he’d lost the gun, and didn’t describe other weapons. He glossed over moments 
with a nervous glance in her direction. 


“How old is Danny?” She asked. 

Another hesitation, a quick consideration, then a hesitant response. 
“He’s a teenager? Maybe Johnathan’s age.” 

Joyce nodded, and Johnathan seemed thoughtful. 


Will, though... kept trying to change the subject away from detailing Danny’s behaviors, a nervous 
smile on his lips. Would praise him endlessly, but when it came to how - that was too much, and 
he changed the subject to focus instead on weaknesses of the creatures and the dangers of the 
world. 


How he had been able to communicate with her through the christmas lights. 

The boys looked at her with open admiration at that, and she offered a small smile. 
It was nice for her ‘crackpot’ behavior to be validated. 

(anything to save her son.) 


But that didn’t stop her concern for his hedging. 


Around lunchtime, Nancy left to visit Barb, and Hopper followed with an announcement that he 
needed to get back to work. His expression sharpened as he closed the door behind him. 


Joyce listened to the latch gently snap into place and wondered where Mike was - it was unusual 


for him to not be here. Lucas offered her an overzealous explanation of bathrooms and “Absolutely 
needing to go’ that made her even more suspicious than she started. 


Visiting hours slowly drew to an end, and the sun arced up across the sky, settling into a growing 
orange dusk. 


They hadn’t really decided on a plan, theorizing about portal holes in the woods, magnetic fields, 
even theorizing that Will’s walkie talkie could reach out to call Danny, if his “wizard powers’ had 
stayed with him, now that he was back in the real world. 


She wanted to protest. 


Wanted to insist that they were children and didn’t have to be involved. Wanted to lock them away 
and demand that they leave it up to the adults. She still might, in all honesty, but they kept 
dropping terribly imaginative bombs of information that roiled around in her head. 


Could they detect a portal with magnets or electricity? 
Would fire help fight them? 


What about sunlight, if they could trap them until sunrise? 


Lucas and Dustin left after giving Will some awkward hugs and a promise to connect first thing in 
the morning. Johnathan nervously volunteered to get the house ready for their return. 


“Maybe put away all the lights.” He muttered, and Will cracked a wry grin. 


“T dunno,” her youngest sighed, “It’s kinda festive.” He perked up. “Actually, if Danny is still at 
the house, I might be able to send him a message with the letters on the wall. I never tested if my 
electric thing goes both ways.” 


Joyce nodded. 
“We can leave the lights up until he comes home.” She agreed, and Will’s smile was blinding. 
“Then,” Jonathan said, “I'll get you both a change of clothes.” 


“That would be lovely, thank you so much.” She desperately needed a shower, but clean clothes 
would do nicely. Technically, since Will wasn’t severely injured and just staying for observation, 
she couldn’t legally stick around after dark. Thankfully, the nurses offered permission before she 
even asked, citing ‘extenuating circumstances’ and ‘we all thought he’d died, of course you don’t 
want to leave his side-’ 


Probably a good choice for them - she’d been ready to fight anyone who tried to kick her out. 


Slowly, reluctantly, people trickled out of the room. 


It seemed colder without them, but Joyce remained at her son’s side. 


Just as visiting hours ended, the door creaked open without a knock to herald it. 


Mike and a girl she didn’t recognize slipped into the room. 


She was slight, wearing a blonde wig sitting slightly askew and a bubblegum pink dress. She held 
herself stiffly, examining Joyce and Will first, the medical equipment, then the rest of the room in 
darting glances. The two of them seemed harried. 


“Hello.” Joyce welcomed. If Mike wanted to nip in at the last minute, that was fine - better late 
than never! 


“Sorry Mrs. Byers! Please don’t tell.” Mike’s words stumbled out in a rush as he pushed the girl 
into the tiny bathroom connected to Will’s room and closed the door behind them. 


Hardly a moment after that confusing interaction, the main door swung open once more. 
Joyce saw the dark suits, the grim faces, and felt her spine straighten. 


She hardened her gaze, and she lifted her chin. 


“Joyce Byers,” One of them spoke - an address rather than a question. 
Of course they knew exactly who she was. She expected them earlier, honestly. 
“Gentlemen.” 


She stood up, took a step forward to meet them at the corner of Will’s bed, rather than backed 
against a wall. Mike and his friend were quiet in the bathroom, and Will’s had shrunk down in his 
blankets. 


The men’s suits were as stiff as their spines, with a gritty sort of presence that spoke more of dirty 
asphalt streets and smoggy cities than the rough-and-tumble messiness she knew from Hopper and 
the other small-town cops. 


“We have some questions.” 


The one not dressed in a sharp suit reached out a hand to shake hers, mouth quirking in a facsimile 
of a smile. Silver glasses were perched on his face, clothes similar to a doctor without the 
hospital’s logo or visible nametag. A dangerous ploy, in a hospital. 


She glanced down at his hand, and folded her own in front of her. 
“T’m sure you do.” 


The lines were drawn. 


-- BARB -- 


A respirator crinkled stiff plastic, electric cycles pulling oxygen to pour smoothly, unrelentingly 
down the tubes into her lungs. 


She could feel the strange fullness of air pressed behind her ribs, the pull of dry eyes and chapped 
lips stuck together. 


She could feel someone’s cold hands gripping her own limp fingers. Was aware of the thin pillow 
under her neck, and the comfortable numbness of her body drugged to oblivion. 


It is that, perhaps, that lets the cold mist still churning between sips of oxygen to press against her 
mind so firmly. To wrap itself into every crack and crevice of her exhausted brain. 


She is in the hospital, but she is also in a glass tube. 


Floating weightless, numb, watching as a monster paced furiously around the thin pane of her 
protection. 


Her prison. 


His eyes are like green fire in the dim shadows, and they are both trapped in the amalgamation of 
rooms that make up her memory. His fingers are curled into fists. He circles, circles, pacing like a 
trapped tiger. 


He ignores childish drawings pinned with magnets to pillars. Walks past mirrors and chairs and 
copies of that awful table and brushes past like they’re made of metal instead of terror. 


He slows, blazing emerald turning to the shelves along the wall that reveal themselves in a 
recoiling shiver of vines. 


She offers the items in fear, in hope. 
In the quiet desperation of a rat eating her newborns to survive. 


Bits of chain and helmets from the men who were devoured. Cameras, Flashlights, bulky radios 
and weapons covered in blood and filth. A glove with two of the fingers bitten off. 


He ignores the tokens of lives she’d taken, plucking carefully up an odd tube with green paneling. 
He holds it uncomfortably at first, like something from long ago, nearly forgotten. He twists it, and 
a cap pops easily off. He secures it back on, and his arms fall limply to his sides. The device sways, 
hanging by one loop from his finger, close to falling. 


“You led me here.” He says. 


Barbara blinks past the foggy water, brows furrowing. 


“You wanted me to see this - to see you.” He says. 


She tries to shake her head, but her neck is stiff and numb and she feels angry and powerless. 


“Why, after all this time?” 


She was afraid. Not Barbara, but- someone else whose cold skin Barb is shivering in. 


“Why not months ago?! Years?! If you could have shown me this from the beginning, I could have 
started helping you back then!” 


Barbara flinches when his fist flies toward the glass, turning at the last minute to slap his palm 
against it. She could see his eyes, pupils thin and furious lines cutting through shining green. 


They are, strangely, shining with tears. 


He pounds a fist against the glass. Steps back and clutches the strange cylinder to his stomach like 
it could protect him somehow. 


“T don’t even know how long I’ve been here. How long you’ ve kept me trapped.” 
Barbara exhales, but the girl does not. 

She is- 

They are- 


Still. 


“Why?” he asks brokenly. 


They don’t answer. 


She can feel the threads of storm creeping under the city, stretching long fingers back to the 
hospital where she is sleeping. Smoke digging tunnels through the earth like creeping roots. 


Can feel the horror of her own wounds and forgien carcass she now inhabits in a kind of self- 
awareness that might not have been possible without the otherworldly thing - no, she’s just a girl - 
that lingered in her head 


She didn’t react to her parents murmuring to her when she opened her eyes, blinking dully at the 


white wall and afternoon sun shining brightly across from her. Didn’t react when Danny whispered 
his first demand in the darkness. 


“Let me go.” 
Sleep was tempting, but the girl’s fear echoed through their bond. 
Why would she be scared? 


She had power enough to ruin a body, to craft hungry monsters and storms and a world that 
devoured everything. 


Why would she be scared? 


Barb turned the idea over, considered through the haze of painkillers and the steady beep of 
machines. She could still feel the water against her skin, the tubes tubes that wiggling into her, 
devouring instead of healing. They resonated strangely with the warmer ones that flowed air into 
her stuttering lungs. 


“You have to - I know you can hear me, you wouldn’t bring me here accidentally.” 


Barb can see his sharp eyes in the darkness behind her eyelids with every slow blink. It crept up 
again in a slow tide, like sinking into dark water. Reality is strange. Too close. 


Too meshed together with someone who keeps her still and silent, because she can’t let him go, in 
the same way that she can’t let herself go. 


She wants to say with a throat that can’t form words that she didn’t bring him her, that she wasn’t 
in control of the monsters or the rot or anything that made this place horrible. 


They wanted out 
They chased him down, drove him here, and watched with churning fury behind the glass. 
They wanted out 


They festered and frenzied and tried to burrow beyond her borders, enraged when something only 
let the smallest pieces of them escape. 


They wanted out! 


They tried to steal another girl to ride away, but the prison’s recurving walls wouldn’t allow that, 
and now there were two of them , sharing mottled water and sucking fear. 


“Let me out.” He asked again, but those are their demands. 

They wanted out. 

They wanted out. 

They all wanted out, but she’d never escaped so how could they? 


The first wet split of a peeling egg had the green-eyed boy backpedaling away from her prison. 


His fists lit up, and Barb couldn’t look away from his venomous expression. 


On the ceiling, a field of tightly clustered eggs shivered and started to bloom 


They couldn’t kill her, but he could . 


And he didn’t know the difference between them. 


-- MIKE -- 


Mike had never been in a hospital bathroom before, and some childish part of him wished he could 
investigate the new place further. 


The realistic side of him was thankful it was pitch black. A reminder to be quiet, to stay safe. 


He could see the edges of his sneakers through the gap below the door. Could hear the steps and 
sounds of those men that El feared filing into Will’s hospital room. 


Their shadows passed like knives to cut flickers out of the wane light. 
El’s hand was clammy and warm in his, but her breath was much steadier. 


He knew she was scared - she had to be, if what she said was true. If these were the bad men, who 
hurt her. Men from the lab, evil enough that she fled through the woods, barefoot, to find any 
semblance of safety. 


And now nothing was between her and them but a flimsy wooden door that couldn’t even lock 
from the inside. 


He squeezed her hand, tried to be comforting. She squeezed back, but he couldn’t tell her 
expression in the dark. 


“T’m sure you do.” Ms Byers said, and her voice was cool and steely. Mike swallowed, tried to 
shove down the lump in his throat. Will’s mom had always been pretty cool. She let him bike over 
even when it was late. Let him stay the night often. His friend never had anything bad to say about 
her, that he could remember. 


She let them flicker the lights, and stomp around to make a monster encounter feel more scary, but 
was always ready with warm blankets when it was time to chase away the darkness they’d 


conjured from their sessions. Battles might end, but stories lingered, replaying in your head in the 
darkness. 


But , he thought, and let his shoulder brush against El’s, real humans could also be scary. 
You couldn’t really go after a fed with a blanket, unless you wanted to get shot. 
The men’s words were muffled, lost in the quiet echoes of their own breath in the tiny room. 


Mike twitched as he felt a hand slide over the back of his head, but held himself frozen to let it 
happen. 


Like a dial being cranked free of static, the quiet voices on the other side of the door were 
suddenly crisp and loud in his ear. 


Another power? Floating, and this- 


Mike licked his lips, closed his eyes against the black, and listened to Ms. Byer’s finish her 
sentence. 


“parasites, and he’s been given medications to deal with them.” 


“And our doctors would be able to give a more thorough inspection. They know what it’s like in 
there, what he experienced.” A man spoke soothingly, but something about his voice - or maybe 
the way El’s hand tightened on the back of his head - made his scalp prickle uncomfortably. 


“How would they know?” Will asked. 
There was a gap, like they were surprised he’d chimed in at all. 
Some rustling. 


“We’ve studied the world extensively-” one of them started, but WIII - timid, careful Will, who 
only spoke up in the safety of his friends, interrupted him. 


“None of your guys ever made it.” Will stated with certainty. “Danny was sad, but I remember 
what he said. That all of them who came in were eaten. So how would you people know about 
what the world was like?” There was a pause. “And how many did you send in to die?” 


Mike’s shock was hidden by the shadows, and he could feel the edges of El’s curiosity leaking 
through whatever amplification she was doing. It felt like his own emotions, somehow separate. 
Like hearing your name from another room when no one spoke. 


(If girls with powers existed, did ghosts? Vampires? He didn’t know if he wanted to know.) 


“The offer stands.” The feds didn’t answer Will’s question, and that didn’t bode well. “This must 
be hard on your family, after all. So much that could go wrong, that the doctors here just wouldn’t 
know how to handle.” 


“Ts that a threat?” Ms. Byer’s voice was positively icy. 


“Of course not!” 


But then, no one made overt threats these days. It was all subterfuge and implied hints, and Mike 
knew a threat when he heard it. 


“Then what do you want?” 


“We just want for this to be kept quiet. You already told your friends. We’ll talk to them as well. 
This doesn’t leave the town. That’s all. People talk. Rumors spread. Finances can be hard. No one 
believes in monsters anymore. You want to attend college, right young man?” 


A beat of silence as the “statements” crystalized into a guillotine of promise hanging a blade bright 
and eager over them. 


“We'd be happy to make that happen, after the misfortune here. We’re all glad you’re back 
safely.” 


Mike wished he could see the room, instead of just hearing the long pauses between meaningful 
glances and oily words. 


“Before we leave,” another man spoke, and El’s alarm spiked through him. She recognized him. 
“You didn’t happen to see a little girl in there, did you? About your age. She’s an old missing 
person’s case. Figured you might have seen her in there, or... her remains.” 


“No.” Will answered plainly. Another statement, confident. Mike felt a starburst of admiration 
spike through his chest. 


“Tf that’s all?” Joyce asked sharply. 


“Yes, of course. We’ll come back tomorrow. If anything else happens, keep us informed. And, Mr. 
Byers... 


Stay safe.” 


Slowly, achingly, the people filed out of the room. Their shoes scuffed on tile, fabric rustling in a 
subtle rasp of presence until - finally - they were alone. 


A plastic chair creaked and skidded across the floor. 
“You can come out, now.” 


El’s hand slid off the back of Mike’s head. He could still feel the warm spot, and prickles as his 
hair moved back into place. 


He opened the door slowly, cautiously. 


Joyce was slumped in the plastic hospital chair, elbows to knees, forehead to fingertips with a 
business card trapped between two knuckles. He didn’t think he’d ever seen her like this. Will, too, 
was pale, but Mike didn’t know if that was a result of the place he’d been trapped in, or the 
meeting just now. Maybe both. 


El’s grip on his hand was painful, grinding the bones against each other. 

“They’re after you, too, huh?” Will was the first to speak, offering her a wane smile. 
El nodded. 

“Are you from... that place? 


“Dark place?” El asked, and Will nodded again, relieved. El shook her head, watching Joyce from 
behind her lashes. 


“Tve... seen it. Saw... there. Not from there.” 
WII nodded, glanced between Mike and El curiously. 


“T’m Will, by the way. This is my mom. Nice to meet you.” He shuffled his blankets and pulled a 
hand out, offering it to her outstretched. 


El just looked at it with the same puzzlement she had when encountering a wig for the first time. 


““Ah- you shake it. See, like this. Will, this is El. She’s my friend. El; Will. Nice to meet you.” 
Mike stepped forward quickly to shake Will’s hand, and understanding lit up El’s face. 


“And, uh- over here is Mrs. Byers.” 
“Joyce Byers.” The woman nodded. 


El waited a moment and when Will offered his palm, she wrapped her fingers around it and shook 
it gently with a look of utter concentration. Mike wasn’t sure where the spike of jealousy came 
from, but he kept it to himself. 


“You’re cold.” 

Will’s smile fell at the blunt statement, and he nodded jerkily. 

“Yeah, that place is really cold. I’m getting better, though. Did you-” 

Will paused, licking his lips. “Did you see a teenager, in there? In the dark place?? 
El paused, then nodded slowly. 

“Green.” 


“He has green eyes, yeah.” Will seemed relieved, and Joyce sat up with a slow sigh, stuffing the 
business card into her coat pocket. 


“Do you know how to get him out?” Will asked. 


El shook her head again. 


Mike offered a stilted smile to his friend, not really sure how to deal with one more wild newness 
in his world. One girl with powers was a lot. His friend returning, talking about dark places and 
strangers- 


He awkwardly half-sat on the edge of Will’s bed and watched the two of them talk, but passing 
headlights lighting up the wall through the window made him flinch and duck on reflex. 


“You’re hiding from them?” 
It was Will’s mom, now looking at him intensely. 


He nodded on El’s behalf. Joyce twisted in her seat to consider something out the window for a 
moment. Already lights had turned on in the hospital parking lot, and far away a nurse walked 
from her car up to the sidewalk, a long lanyard swinging down around her knee. 


“Jonathan will be here with clothes, soon. We’re on the first floor. ’ll have him pull up to the 
window, and you two can climb out, get a ride to my house. You can spend the night, if you need 
to. It’s fine in Will’s room, don’t worry about the lamps- Mike, you know where the extra blankets 


’ 


are. 
Surprised, Mike nodded. El still looked like everything just spoken was utterly meaningless to her. 
“Thanks, Mrs. Byers. Those guys have been hanging around the hospital all day.” 


Joyce just sighed, slouching in her chair and drumming her fingers in a rapid pattern he recognized 
as a way to distract from craving a smoke. 


“Thank me when we’re all free of this sh- this crap.” she glanced at them. 


“You can say ‘shit’ in front of me.” Mike protested, not really meaning it. He was tired, and El’s 
palm was clammy in his own. She probably hadn’t gotten much sleep, and being chased was 
exhausting. 


The idea of curling up somewhere familiar - safe - was terribly temping. 
“Call your parents when you get there, let them know you’re staying, and I gave permission.” 
“Will do, Mrs. Byers. Thanks.” 


El just gripped his hand a little tighter. 


— ELEVEN — 


Eleven had never ridden in a car. 


A bike? Sure, she rode on the back of one of those. Had liked the feel of wind buffeting her face. 


But a car had doors and wheels that squeaked a shrill note that hurt her ears, and the whole thing 
rocked when anyone moved, even before they’d started down the road. 


The inside smelled strange, and the whole thing growled and grumbled at every intersection they 
paused at. 


Both she and Mike had been told to stay low, tucked down against cloth seats and dried mud on the 
floor mats, unable to talk for the worry of this new person overhearing them. Out of sight of the 
windows. 


Her knees ached from holding the same crouched position, and Mike kept wiggling around, but 
neither wanted to be spotted by the men who asked after her in the hospital. She didn’t trust him 
yet - Jonathan - but Mike said he was a good person. Will’s older brother. 


Will was the one who had been singing in the dark world. 
Danny was the one with the green eyes, still in there. 


She didn’t realize everyone out here had names, at first. Not everyone in the bad place had names - 
or if they had one, she never had to learn. Here, everyone had names and it seemed terribly 
important that they call each other by it. 


So, she tried to push the names into her brain, feeling the unfamiliar chains of syllables on her 
tongue. 


They were important. 


Time seemed to stretch on forever. 
Until suddenly, the car rolled to a stop and stilled with a jingle of keys. 


Jonathan twisted in his seat, both staring and avoiding eye contact in a way Eleven was deeply 
familiar with. Something tense in her eased a little, seeing her own mannerisms in him. No one had 
punished him until he forced eye contact. Or, maybe he was more stubborn than Eleven. 


“T don’t see anyone around, so it should be safe to come in.” He said. 

Mike slithered up onto the seat proper, peering out the windows for a moment. 
“Yeah, it looks good. El?” Her friend turned. “You alright?” 

She nodded, carefully unfolding herself. 


The autumn air was crisp and clean, more similar to the woods she’d escaped through than the city 
hospital. 


The house felt unsettlingly familiar. Something about the air - the overlap of this world and the 
next, she can sense in every creak of floorboards and the way smoke-stained warmth envelops 
them when they enter. 


Mike brushed his hand against her knuckles. She thankfully laced their fingers together again. 


The first steps inside the house were like stepping into a smoky tomb, but then Johnathan flicked 
the lights on and everything is awash with color. 


A rainbow of lights hung in criss-cossing dangles across the ceiling, gleaming on the wall above a 
sticky black alphabet. 


The smell/pressure of the dark world clung to the walls, but it was hard for its shadowy hate to get 
a good grip in a place so brightly lit. Mike’s wondrous glee at the lights helped to burn it away 
further. 


“Pretty.” she murmured, and Mike nodded appreciatively. 


She didn’t know the ritual of “staying the night” so kept herself carefully out of the way as the 
other boys arranged blankets and pillows on the couch and on the floor. How Johnathan offered to 
cook them dinner after Mike’s stomach rumbled, but Mike felt like embarrassment and guilt as he 
refused. 


She slept in a tent of blankets last night, in Mike’s basement. 


They didn’t make a tent here, and Eleven felt uneasy. The burning rainbow lights were pretty, but 
she didn’t trust them to hide her. 


Johnathan turned off the main lights, leaving the christmas ones casting a thousand overlapping 
shadows. Eleven watched him pace uneasily up and down the hall, touching lights and walls, 
staring for a long time at the letters stained in black. 


Even as she drifted off, Eleven could feel the echoes of the dark world ripple through house - 
opened once, and slow to heal. Old bruises. 


Could feel threads of familiar power still lingering in the rainbow of lights hung overhead like 
stars. 


Could feel something else - that acidic, lightning-sting aura of that boy in the darkness. 


Mike tried to make conversation for a while, but she didn’t know what to say. She nodded along, 
giving answers she did know, but he spoke of games and faraway places and words she didn’t 
recognize but should have. Father never told her about parks or zoos or places in the wilderness 
where people slept in tents to watch the stars turn and... fight bears, maybe. Mike worried about 
bears, though Eleven wasn’t sure she knew why. 


Mike fell asleep first, his shoulders slumping where he lay on the floor. 


Eleven held still for a while, but she had never slept in the same room as another person - not since 
she can remember. White walls and childish drawings - a bed much smaller and less plush than the 
bed the boys insisted she sleep in. 


Feeling restless, she slid out from under the covers and carefully let herself out into the hall. The 
carpet dipped in the middle from wear, and the wall bore innumerable little smudges and dents 
from a lifetime of living. 


Johnathan was still awake - he watched her sit down at the kitchen table across from him, 
unknowingly mimicking the kind man who helped her at the diner. 


He poured her milk into a colorful, scratched-up plastic cup, and carefully spread jam over a piece 
of toasted bread. The metal knife scraped softly in the silence of the kitchen. 


Strawberry. 


She could trust him. 


She woke up on the couch with a blanket tucked tightly around her feet, and the smell of old 
cigarette smoke clinging to her skin. Her morning drowsiness popped abruptly when tires pulled up 
the dirt driveway, doors opening and shutting. 


She recognized the woman’s voice, and pushed herself upright just as the front door swung open, 
Joyce and Will bustling inside with another man tight on their heels. 


Eleven froze as she recognized the uniform as someone of authority, distrust of adults roaring to 
the forefront of her mind. 


She felt her powers swell up, rearing in preparation of a fight. Will’s eyes snapped to her, wide and 
alarmed. 


At once, a few things happened. 


First, Will took a quick step forward and to the side, shoving himself between Eleven and his 
mother. 


Second, the man still crowded into the doorway missed his step over the threshold, boot snagging a 
corner and sending him stumbling forward. Eleven shoved him back on instinct, and his voice 
yelped half a curse as he sprawled backwards out the door. 


Third, more distracting than the people suddenly yelling at her, was the surge of pressure pushing 
back . All around her, colorful lights buzzed brighter, starshine hornets leashed overhead. 


“STOP!” 
Will was the one who shouted, hand outstretched in a mirror of her own splayed fingers. 
She stopped. 


Lowered her hand. Her powers banked back down, and the lights dimmed slightly, but didn’t stop 
their angry hum. 


Jonathan stood silently in the kitchen doorway, hands cradling a bowl of soup. 


Hopper groaned as he hauled himself to his feet, and Will’s bedroom door scraped open to let Mike 
run the few strides it took to get to the end of the short hallway. 


He braced himself on the walls, mussed hair giving his alarmed expression more mania than he 
probably felt. 


“You're like me.” She whispered. . 


Will finally lowered his own hand, and the blazing little bulbs relaxed to their normal state. Eleven 
reached up, not quite touching one of them. She could feel the heat bleeding off from inches away. 


“Ts- Is everything alright now?” Joyce held herself tightly, glancing between the two preteens. 
Will nodded slowly. “And you’ re alright?” 


He nodded again. 


It was too early to talk, so Eleven blankly refused to elaborate about her thoughts on the matter 
when they ask. She isn’t sure what to think. She knows he’s not the same as her. He wasn’t in the 
lab. There’s pictures of him as a child in the house - playing around water, grinning at a table 
crammed with maps and small statues. 


Will isn’t like her. 
But, he is. 
It hurts to think about. 


What if she didn’t have to be at the lab? If people like her could just Jive , with normal families and 
pretty lights, and strawberry jam on toast. 


The morning passed gently after that. 


She watched Hopper collect a box full of something edible - donuts? - from where he’d spilled 
them during his fall. Jonathan fussed over Will, who stared at the sugary hoop in his hands for a 
very long time. 


Mike joined her on the couch, and the two of them bumped elbows as they ate a bit of cereal with 
their donut. The milk was cold and sweet, and their bowls were the same neon-bright color as the 
cup from last night. Well-worn with love. 


Eleven soaked it in. 


Nancy arrived briefly, some time later. She announced to the house that she wanted to check on her 
brother, but spent far more time down the hall, speaking in low tones to Johnathan. 


She ended up leaving without Mike in tow, some sort of determined expression on her face. 
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Her ears picked out words in the conversation happening at the kitchen table. “Monsters 
World.” 


She stood and waited for Mike to finish wolfing down his cereal so he could join her. 


They rinse the dishware off in the sink, and she considered the current options they were 
presenting. 


First, to try to punch through the hole in Joyce’s living room, where Will and Barb had come out. 
Eleven had a bad feeling about that plan. Already the house felt thin - too close, too overlapping - 
with that world. Pushing harder felt wrong. 


Next: to try to contact Danny directly. Will offered to try to reach through the electronics to find 
him. He spoke in soft tones, but something in his expression was set. Stubborn when he looked at 
her, like he was expecting her to say no. 


“Can you do that again? Power me up like that?” 
Eleven tilted her head in question. 


“Earlier, when you attacked us. I could feel it coming. I haven’t been able to make anything glow 
like I did in... in there, but when you did something - used your powers - I could suddenly feel 
them all again. All the lights” 


He waited until she gave a little nod, then turned back to the papers in front of him. He sketched 
something, pointing to different shapes and squiggles like it was supposed to mean something. 


“So, if Danny is still stuck, I need to track him down somehow, so I can use a telephone and try to 
talk to him - or a light or something, to show him I’m there and lead him to one. A telephone would 
be easiest, because I don’t think he’d want to come back here, after what happened. But, I also 
don’t know where he’d be staying now - I don’t remember the room number, where he was staying 
across town. It was in those new apartments-” 


“T can find him.” 

The table turned to face her. 

“You can?” Mike asked, wary and impressed. 
She nodded. 

“T know his face. I can find him.” 

“Right now?” 

The question gives her pause. 


Eleven shook her head in a small jerk. No, she’d never been able to do it unassisted. 


“T need-” 
She needed the tank. 


Her gaze found the floor, shoulders hunching up in reflexive defence. She took a small step back 
when Mrs. Byers suddenly reached for her, wide brown eyes tracking the hand’s every movement 
as it gently straightened the crooked shoulder and neckline of her dress. 


“Ts there something that makes it easier?” 

The woman offered her a soft smile, gentling the wrinkles around her eyes. 

Eleven gave a small nod. 

“What’s it like?” she asked. 

Eleven reflected for a moment. 

ib 

Did she really want to endure the tank with strangers? 

Her gaze skittered away from them, focused blankly at a cupboard’s scratched door. 
Then again, she’d always done it with strangers. 


Strange people without names - doctors and assistants and technicians. Sir and Ma’am and 
numbers on doors, and Father. 


Did Father have a name? 


Why hadn’t he told her what it was? 


She turned to Mrs. Byers, Mike beside her. 
Will, across the table, obviously waiting for an answer without trying to push her. 
Jonathan, with his quiet solidarity. 


Even the man in uniform, who had introduced himself as Hopper despite the awkward 
introduction. He looked at her like she was the ghost of someone else. 


But he still looked at her . 


Carefully, haltingly, she began to explain. 


Answers 
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-- WILL -- 


Community was something Will never really thought much about. 
Not outside of occasional schoolwork. 


But this synchronized movement of bodies, all after the same goal - all trying to find and rescue a 
friend without meeting him even once... 


Will felt something bright and warm fill his chest, and watched the hallway lights glow brighter in 
the same swell of emotion. El’s expression was softer than the cold calculation of their first 
meeting - a little lost, confused. But... softer. 


He touched one of the bulbs to feel the warmth rising and falling like a heartbeat. 


Touched it to feel the cold far beyond the radiant heat. Somewhere out there, a person was waiting 
to be rescued, and he had a key part to play. 


He could do this. 


Jonathan scrubbed their tub clean, and set to filling it. Mike with newspaper and craft tape helped 
to layer paper over the window to block out the morning sunlight. His mom and Hopper took turns 
hauling bags of road salt in, dumping it into the rising, warm water. He wasn’t sure where they 
were getting so much salt, but from Hopper’s furrowed frown, he didn’t really want to ask. 


The room smelled like snow and the chemical bite of lemon-orange all-purpose cleaner. 


They took a break to clean up and let the room air out, spreading technology across the table to see 
what Will could tune into. 


The walkie-talkie felt heavy in his hands, but warm in the way most technology had started to feel 
now. The worn-down, tired feeling still lingered, bowing his shoulders, pressing him firmer into 
the chair he’d been ushered into. It was like his body still wasn’t sure how to handle being in a real 
room, with real smells. His senses felt strained, on the edge of being overwhelming. 


Too much of a good thing. 


They were still coddling him a little, but the security of being surrounded by people again made it 
an experience he welcomed. 


Mike, though- 


Will regarded his friend quietly, across the table. His eyes were magnetized to El, even as Will had 
a hard time looking at her directly. Something about her shined in a way his technology didn’t. 
Standing stark against the darkness that pressed into the house. Not a visual brightness, but- 
Something. That strange, leashed power that buzzed through his bones like a TV’s static purred 
before that first fateful night of falling through the world. 


El offered him a look that wasn’t quite a smile, but wasn’t a frown, either. Something focused. He 
didn’t think a smile would be half as reassuring. 


Will took a breath, adjusted his hold on the walkie-talkie, and sat next to the tub. 


El nodded to him, then to Mike still hovering outside the door as Will’s mom helped El carefully 
step into the salty water. 


The sloshing sounded overwhelmingly loud. 


Will turned the Walkie-Talkie in his hand on, without touching the knob. He hugged it to his chest, 
feeling the static thrum. It grew louder with his breath, and softer with his exhale. 


He took his seat on the folded towel in beside the sink, static filling the humid air as his mom 
reassured the girl that she’d be right there, she’d watch over her and keep her safe. Familiar 
reassurances to Will, and he didn’t like the startled, half-desperate flicker projected outward 
through their thready bond. Like she’d never heard that before - or if she had, she didn’t believe it. 


A few salt crystals glittered on the bathroom tile, spilled from their earlier efforts, and he can hear 
Mike shifting outside the door, anxious that something might go wrong. . 


--- HOPPER -- 


The world was crazy. 
Absolutely batshit. 


It was one thing for a government conspiracy - kidnapping. That kind of thing was horrible, 
unthinkable, but it was a real thing that could happen. 


Magic, though? 


Will Byers, who he’d known all his life, reaching out and igniting light bulbs like they were so 
many firecrackers... That was a whole new level of crazy. 


Not to mention the girl, who had apparently been wearing a wig at some point, since he couldn’t 
think of anyone else who’d carry one into Joyce’s living room to leave on the couch. A girl who 
could toss him on his ass with her mind . Tele-whatever. 


He sucked smoke through a cigarette, exhaling past bared teeth into the chilly autumn air. 


Life was already so goddamn weird, and they added magic on top of it. 


He flicked the end of the butt, dumping ash to fall like toxic smoke to the blacktop. In front of him, 
the driveway down to Hawkin’s Department of Energy building stretched in a dreadful snake past 
gates and guard watches and honest-to-god security cameras. A big-ass X-shaped building, like 
some sadistic fucker’s idea of a joke. 


X to mark the spot. Treasure below! . 
He’d seen the portal, that night. He knew they knew he’d seen it. 


He also knew they could certainly see him on the cameras, where he stood. They’d pick up on his 
waiting eventually. 


A few minutes and half a second cigarette later, a sleek black car rolled up to the metal gate, 
patiently waiting as it eased open. Hopper blew smoke in its direction, just for spite. 


Once it was clear, a man stepped out. A doctor’s coat - it was one of the men he’d seen vulturing 
around the real hospital. 


Hopper held up a business card, flipped it between two fingers to face the man. His expression 
flickered through several rapid emotions, before settling into amused curiosity. 


“Can I help you” He asked politely, with all the charm of an eel. 
Hopper tilted his hat. 


“Maybe. Maybe not. I might be able to help you with this-” he flicked the card with a snap, and 
tucked it into his jacket pocket again. “If you help me with a little side project.” 


Hopper glanced at the building, pointedly looking down as if he could X-ray through the dirt to the 
gaping tear below it. 


The scientist’s smile widened slightly. 


“Of course, my friend.” 


Hopper dropped his cigarette and ground it out with his toe. He ducked into the man’s pristine car, 
slouching to disguise the building, frantic energy. He wanted to fight. To race through the halls. 
But that wouldn’t help here. 


Still, knowing that these people had imprisoned a little girl - had raised her without basic worldly 
knowledge, helpless and distrustful- he wanted to feel their bones break under his fists. 


Tightly leashed, expressions strained, Hopper followed the man out of the car, down several 
staircases of identical walls and doors. He noticed as the temperature rapidly dropped, nothing to 
do with basement levels or air conditioning. A deeper sort of cold. 


Finally, he was ushered into a blank-walled room with nothing but one wall of dark glass, two 
chairs, and a small table. 


Hopper noted the outlet on the floor, just under the table’s opposite edge. Usually used for 
something else, but recently cleared for- whatever this was. 


An interrogation. 
An interview. 
He kept his shoulders relaxed. 


Endured the waiting, familiar with the easy method to break impatient people, but too wired and 
angry for it to root in. 


Finally, a man let himself into the room. 

His eyes were cold, mouth set in an unfriendly line. 

Dr. Brenner sat down in the chair across from Hopper and folded his fingers on the table. 

The two of them stared each other down for a long moment, before Dr. Brenner finally spoke. 
“You mentioned you had some information.” 

Hopper forced his mouth to quirk into a fascimile of a smile. 

“T do.” He nodded. “But-” 

Hopper jerked his thumb back over his shoulder to gesture over the door. 

“T also know about your freaky pet project. So, here’s the deal.” 

Hopper leaned in. 


“T want in.” 


Brenner’s icechip eyes somehow grew even frostier, and Hopper waved a hand dismissively. “Not 
into your top secret science club, I’m a cop. I want to go in.” 


Feet on the floor, hands on the table. This was such a risk, he was an idiot. He wished Joyce could 
be beside him, but she was holding down the fort at her place. Leading the magic girl on some sort 
of teenager-tracking mission with her mind. He didn’t know where to start with that, but he did 
know how to go charging into danger. He’d already lost everything, had faced his would-be 
murderer with irritation and apathy every time he looked in the mirror. 

This was supposed to be a distraction, not a suicide run... but he’d be damn surprised if it didn’t 
turn into one. 


“T want to go inside the portal.” 


Of course Brenner agrees. 


Fucking magic. 


-- ELEVEN -- 


The bathtub in the Byers house was unlike the tank, and for that she was deeply grateful. . 
No skintight suit. 
No hoards watching her though the glass. 


No wires glued onto her skin, or weighted vest, or rebreather pressing to her cheeks. 


There was only the small, shallow tub, Mrs. Byers’ reassuring smile, and her hand to keep her head 
gently above the water as Eleven leaned back and let the salt buey her up. 


She could hear a slight scrape of fabric - sound conducted through porcelain, through water. She 
was aware of Will, and the darkness full of static. 


Loose clothes clinging to her skin. 


Mostly, it was that hand. 


Not quite tangled in her hair. It left a point of warmth on the back of her neck and curve of her 
skull. 


It wasn’t complete sensory isolation - a tub couldn’t do that - but it let her relax far more than the 
tank ever could. 


Eleven closed her eyes in the dark bathroom, and breathed. 


When she opened them, pure darkness spread on all sides. Familiar. 


Less familiar was the lightning-strike flashes of green, and the roiling howl that had her hands up 
to clasp over her heads in reflex. 


She can see Danny, but he is- 


different. 


Black hair and a worried expression now twisted white and fierce, neon green glowing in his eyes 
and on his fists. 


Like a living thing, the darkness spun and writhed around him. It took the shapes of monsters, of 
lopsided dogs and humans with dragging arms and bulbous heads. 


Her heels dragged as Eleven retreated backward, away from the fight. 


The green hurled from claw-curled fingers in rays and tight beams and bursting explosions of light. 
Black viscera burst in messy, collapsing ribbons that dragged up to reform into the next wave. 


Her heel snagged on something. 


Eleven stumbled, twisting to find a thick red wire trailing along the ground. It dug burrowing fear 
into her gut more surely than the carnage behind her could. 


It, too, was familiar. 


Her jaw was clenched, blood like ice, like lava, like a living thing throbbing in her brain and 
screaming tearful pleas to get it away . 


But there was the Tank. 


Occupied. 


For one hiccuping terror of a second, she thought the body inside was her own. 


But no, it was her reflection on the glass, and the whirling black smoke approaching rapidly from 
behind her- 


Eleven turned, hand wide to push the black smoke back. 


She felt the thudding vibrations as it battered against her power, thrashing and screaming like a fox 
in a snare, only to light up green and blue. 


For a moment, every particle hung still and slow, drifting like black snowflakes. Illuminated by 
pulsing rings of blue, the shadow slowly shrank and retreated. Condensing. Twisting. 


And then it was her and white-haired Danny in the room, his hand on the silver thing, his breath 
coming in slow and unsteady exhales. 


He blinked slowly at her, and the light in his eyes dimmed between them. 


Eleven peered at the room around the Tank, nervously avoiding his piercing stare. She found what 
she was looking for and stepped around him, shuffling back with a beat-up looking radio from one 
of the warped shelves. 


“You’re back.” his voice was raw. 


She nodded, and presented the radio like a gift. Eleven fumbled with the knobs until a click- 


The radio crackled, hissed. Will’s voice was full of static, but he was there and alive . 


Danny stared at it for a long moment, expression strange and hollow. His sharp stare twisted, teeth 
bared in a ferocious slash of teeth. A sound choked out in a laugh, in a sob, 


In the corner of the room room, black viscera spread from half-developed monsters he’d torn to 
pieces. Joints ripping apart, tendons snapping, black blood slicking his arms. 
But his hands were gentle as he cradled the radio. 


Reverent. 


“El? El, can you hear me? I’m testing the connection. I - 2 - 3, testing. El, are you there? This is 


Will, I’m trying to make a connection. Let me know if it works. It’s been five minutes since mom 
said you went in, let me know when you hear me- ” 


“Will .” Danny’s voice rasped, and Will’s staticky voice cut off. 
“Danny?” The boy responded, excited and eager. “Is El there with you?” 


Eleven nodded. Already her nose itched, something sharp and painful wriggling from a place in her 
brain that gave out whenever she used her powers. 


“Yeah, she’s here.” 
Danny didn’t seem to suffer the same fate - his nose wasn’t bleeding at all. 


But, the skin around his eyes was translucent enough to show dark veining down across his cheeks. 
It didn’t look very healthy. 


She swiped a knuckle under her nose, wiping the blood away before he could notice. 


“ Danny, are you safe ?” A woman’s voice. “ This is Joyce, Will’s mom. He told us about you, and 
we’re going to get you out of there, alright ?” 


His stunned silence filled the air between them. 
“ Danny?” 
“Y-yeah. I’m... safe.” 


“ We know where it is on our side” Will’s voice chimed in again. “ The gate. If you meet us there, 
we can get you out of there.” 


Danny seemed dumbstruck by the radio in his hands, eyes wide. Scared, almost. No- 
Helpless. 
Mrs. Byers was back. 


“ Do you know where Hawkins Lab is, Danny? That’s where the gate is on our end. Do you know 
where that is?” 


“Ye-s” His voice cracked halfway through the word, radio starting to sag downward. Eleven gently 
started to hold the weight of it again. Some of the static cleared. 


“Can you meet us there tonight?” 
Danny shook his head, eyes still too-wide for the vulnerable expression on his face . 
“You can’t- everyone else was eaten.” 


“ You just have to meet us there.” 


Eleven watched him swallow roughly, open and close his mouth several times. He met her level 
gaze and looked away, like he couldn’t stand to hold the thought in his head. 


“Say yes.” Eleven murmured to him. 


He finally looked at her. 
She offered the radio a little higher. 


“ Danny? You still there? I promised I'd help to get you out, okay? Even if you didn’t hear me say 
it then, I’m saying it now. You'll get out of there. We’ll get you home. ” Something in Will’s voice 
was authoritative, determined. 


“Say yes.” She insisted again. “Friends don’t lie.” 


Another swallow that made his throat click. 


“Alright.” He murmured, wide green eyes staring desperately back at her dark ones. Then again, 
louder; “Alright, Pll see you there. Tonight.” 


“ How fast can you get there?” . 

Danny glanced at Eleven. 

She shrugged. 

“You appeared here suddenly - it might be safer if you left while I make a run for it..” 


She peered at him suspiciously. He’d survived this long - adept enough at killing the monsters to 
be in this room and not be dead. 


A little shift of movement caught her eye, and she glanced up over Danny’s shoulder. 
The girl in the tank was still, but her reflection on the glass - she wasn’t alone. 


Almost a dozen faces stared out at her, grimacing and snarling and reaching their hands up over 
their head. What for? Did that mean some- 


Danny skittered sideways as hands erupted from the top of the tank. 


Water sloshed down the sides as a thick waterfall of twisting, multi-jointed arms stretched out and 
out and out . They writhed together, all reaching toward Eleven faster than her reflexes could 
recoil. 


Clammy grasped at her clothes, her arms, started dragging her toward the tank. 


“No!”’ she howled, tearing back at the dead arms with her nails and her mind. Wrists snapped, 
fingers twisting around and backward in ways that would have horrified a living person. 


But the mangled limbs just kept pulling, winding around her. 
She cut one off, and it dissolved into rotting black goo to spatter on the ground. 


Danny was there an instant later, clawing them away from her with green light that burned in her 
lungs like ozone and acid. 


Her toes left the ground, and Eleven- 


Left. 


She launched up in the lukewarm tub, gasping and sputtering, kicking to get away from hungry 
hands that no longer touched her. 


Someone grabbed her elbow and she shoved them back, the heavy thunk of a body against a wall 
less important than getting out of the water . 


She heaved herself to the bathroom floor, splashing saltwater across tile as her clothes slogged what 
seemed like half the tub out with her. 


Will’s face was pale in the darkness. Her own probably was as well. Horror twisted into nausea, 
climbing up her gut and throat. 


The rot-pale hands still burned in her mind’s eye- 


and the numbers inked in black on their wrists, to match the numbers on her own. 


She was 


They were- 
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-- DANNY -- 


Radio static hung loud and heavy in the air as the thrashing water abruptly quieted. The girl with 
the radio had vanished - hopefully the way she came. Hopefully safe. 


He had to get to the gate. Once he was out, he could know one way or the other. He could turn 
back, if he had to. 


He took a breath to collect his focus and bolster his determination. 
The vines along the inner walls were shifting again, tensing in preparation. 
He lunged. 


The vines reached out like they had fingers of their own, but his body phased immaterial through 
their grasp. Through the wall. 


His feet touched a stairwell, a jump pushing him upward to the next level. And the next. He didn’t 
know where the storm had brought him, so he needed to get out first. 


A crowded hall of monsters turned to face him, wheezing through corrupted lungs to scramble after 
him. All long limbs and sprawling elbows. 


Danny exhaled, holding that cold bit of energy as tight as he could manage. 
They flooded around him, thrashing and leaping and snapping like frenzied dogs. 


Up another level, and a room full of pale eggs quivered as he passed. One of them began to split 
open, but he was already gone. 


Focus. Focus on intangibility. On floating. On the desperation and the fury, because any chance of 
escape was more important than revenge. When he was gone, escaped, free - he could leave it 
behind. 


He could move on. 


The idea of seeing real sunlight again - it didn’t feel real. 


He was chasing a mirage of hope, but it was the only thing he had left to chase after. 


He saw the exit sign on the door. He counted the levels. Even clouded and lit by phantom 
moonlight, he craved the open sky. His hand twisted the metal handle with relief and exhaustion, 
pushing it open more with his shoulder and collapsing body than any deliberate arm strength. 


He stepped out - in - to darkness. 


It enveloped him, cool and damp. The door shut behind him. 


Across the room a ghostly tank stood, lit by a single white LED. The girl’s face was angled in his 
direction, eyes a milky void. 


All places are borne from here, and so all places lead here. 


Danny unclipped the thermos from his belt loop, his face a stony mask. 
He took a step forward. 

Two 

Three 

Raised it above his head. 

Four 

Five 

He smashed the edge of the metal thermos down against the glass wall. 
Hammered it 

again 


and again. 


Breaths hissing through bared teeth, tears like sizzling ice on his cheeks, he stepped back and 
watched a slow crack ping white lightning up through thick glass. He smeared his fingertips 
against a trace of slimy water as it beaded up from the crack. 


He raised the thermos again, and a hand caught his wrist. 


-- BARB -- 


She wasn’t sure how she’d gotten there. In the tank, yes, she’d always been there. 
No - outside of it. 


The being recoiled, greenbluegreen eyes flashing. He pulled his wrist from her hand, and she let it 
go. 


“You got out.” 


Barb nodded at his accusation. She tried to open her mouth to speak, but her throat caught. In 
another world, her throat worked around plastic and medical devices pressing oxygen into her 
lungs. 


“Why can’t I?” 


The tank dripped slowly from its long crack, water beading and dribbling down to disappear into 
the dark floor. The Others - the people who shared the same horror and death as the first child, 
warped souls who were just as trapped in her mazes and halls and ever-watching moonlight and 
ever-growing frustration - together they watched the pair from within a crowded, cracked 
reflection. 


Barb wondered how many of them had drowned in the same tank. How often it had been re-used. 
Water emptied and refilled, tubes sterilized to let the clinging ghosts flow into new veins. 


The first of them still hung silent, still. 
Abandoned. 
Forgotten. 


Lost. 


Barb wished she could articulate the terrible sorrow that clung to the places where she and the girl 
connected. Wished she could put into words the rageful, fearful feeling of being trapped and 
helpless and so tired of it all. 


The being (he wasn’t human, they all knew that) pulled his arm away. 


“Tf that really is the center of this whole thing, then destroying it should bring down the barrier, 
right?” 


Barb twitched a shoulder in a shrug. She didn’t know. 


But the reflections clustered closer, faces pressing up to the glass, hair swirling terribly in the 
imagined water between them. They wanted this. Their fingers pried uselessly at the little cracks, 
urging them to spread. 


She felt uneasy at the sight. She could hear the rustle of monsters beyond the shadows, as those 
other spirits tried to creep closer. 


The girl hung still behind them, resigned. 


The being narrowed his eyes at her, taking a half-step backward. 
“You’re one of them?” 


Barb shook her head. Definitely not. Her head was fuzzy, split between two places, but she knew 
she was still alive. She was... snagged. A bit. A little bit of this world followed her through, and 
this place wanted to pull her back just as much as her real body wanted to keep her. 


The overlap let her see the room as it was, without dark fear and scale crumbling through the walls. 
The echoes of figures walking around, unseen by the angry thing glaring at the other ghosts. They 
were already in the lab. 


Barb breathed carefully past plastic tubes and the push of oxygen hissing into her nose. She 
reached down and carefully grabbed his wrist again. He twitched like he wanted to leap away, but 
this time he let her pull him toward one of the doorways. 


The reflections snarled at them, but Barbara walked past thrashing vines and reaching arms. She 
wasn’t even here, they couldn’t hurt her again. 


The monsters followed them, crowded in, mouths gaping open to bite and tear and devour . 


But they flinched at the last moment, breathing stale decay across her cheeks and arms. She guided 
him through the tight crowd, heading down the stairs. Down through blackened hallways. 


Down until the tile walls had been engulfed by fleshy growths until the ground collapsed in spongy 
structures under their feet and each hall felt like they were walking through the throat of some 
enormous dead monster. 


The walls shivered, like it was breathing. 


In the reflection of a pane of glass, Barb saw the dead girl in the place of her own face, fibrous 
muscles barely keeping her hand tight around the boy’s wrist. Milky eyes bored into her, black hair 
drifting in a cloud. 


She exhaled, tearing her gaze away and letting the gentle nudges guide her through a doorway into 
a wide room. The air was cold. Less stale. The little jellyfish-like creatures drifted in curious 
circles around a vertical slash in the wall - a narrow cavern like a slanted mouth, or a wound. 


Behind them, the monsters followed tight and crowded, crawling up across the walls, filling the 
doorway and hall with quiet, hungry bodies. 


Several things happened all at once. 


First, the slash in the wall seemed to spread open, the likeness to a mouth becoming more apparent, 
if a mouth could be filled with fleshy cobwebs that could be hacked through with a long knife. 


The blade gleamed in the unnatural illumination of this place, and a dark orange light illuminated a 
man’s face inside his helmet. His suit pressed through - already shining with wet fluids. 


The inhuman boy choked on a gasp, green light lifting white-booted feet off the ground and white 
hair into a slow curl of weightless wind. 


Already, the monsters were leaping toward the man in the glowing suit. Their claws scrabbled on 
fleshy floors, mouths wet as they snapped open, tendons creaking with the desperation to devour. 
She could hear him curse, could see the silver slash of a blade lifting in self-defense. Her eyes 
tracked the edge of it, and met white eyes in the blade’s reflection. 


Barbara blinked. 


And the world went black. 


-- MARY-- 


If Mary regretted anything, it was that she’d never learned how to say ‘No.’ 


At first, she’d been too young to understand that a child could refuse to obey an adult. Later, that 
ignorance had been trained into her. Reinforced. 


She remembered half-drowning in the first few iterations of the tank, vomiting saltwater and crying 
through the gasping breaths. Remembered the wires too large for her skin, inserted instead of stuck 
to the surface. Weighted down until her toes touched the cold bottom, and clean air felt too far 
away. They didn’t know exactly how it ought to work, only that it might work, and she might see 


something special. 


She was... not special. 


She didn’t alter the wavelines of their machines. Didn’t move anything, or crush anything, or snap 
a man’s neck for hurting her. 


She wasn’t Three, who planted seeds and blooded them until they could move as an extension of 
her. 


She wasn’t Seven, who split herself apart into smoke and rage, smothering half a hallway before 
she lost herself through the doorway. 


Not the clever Eight, who slipped away in the arms of adult test subjects, spinning illusions of fire 
and death to disguise the trail of desperate women. 


Nor Eleven, full of fury and determined freedom. 


She is just..... 
... She didn’t have a number did she? 
Her wrist wasn’t branded. 


She was a test subject, yes, but not like them. MKUltra didn’t exist yet. There was no program, yet. 
Just a madman’s attempt to find- 


something. 
She was just- 
Her death was a mistake. 


Wasn’t it? 


They didn’t take care of her like they promised. They let her cough and sputter on the water as they 
tried to push the limits of the human mind. 


She should have been stronger. 


She should have said she couldn’t handle it, that she needed more help. That she felt the phlegm 
and cold growing in her lungs. She should have- 


The human body was so fragile, and she didn’t know birthdays were something that could be 
celebrated, because she was ( too young ) not strong enough. Then one day her lungs filled with 
water, a network of membranes and microscopic sacs collapsing and tearing. 


Her hands on glass, blind in the darkness and water that trembled with her muffled screams for 


help that never came. 


But she never said no. She didn’t know that was allowed. 


The program, it came later. 
The other ghosts arrived later. 


It was just her in the tube that killed her, illuminated by the moonlike glow that told her the 
experiment was over, and she could surface from the water. She didn’t have the strength to swim 
up anymore. Her lungs were too full to take a breath. 


The light was a comfort in the wide black void that she’d wrapped around herself in death. Just 
sleeping, unbothered - it was a relief. A safe shield from everything else that happened. 


She learned their numbers as they connected to her void. As they learned to use it to wrap back 
around to the living world. They created strange abilities, by pulling from her void. She let them, 
finding relief that they could succeed where she had failed. 


But then- 
They died. 
One by one, something in them snapped . 


And the connection she’d made with them pulled them back into the tube, back into the void, their 
powers and her world enmeshing until she could barely tell if they were separate. 


They brought their anger. 

Their fury at injustice. 

Their longing for a different fate. 

Their bitter, stinging hate toward the people that did this to them. 


They gnawed at the edges of her world, until echoes of the town could sink in and form reflections 
from the moonlight, liminal spots of overlapping, shivering space . Weaknesses and tiny holes that 
let their anger escape in slow, deadly trickles. 


She realized, far too late, that she’d lost control of her own world. 


The monsters that they created dragged others back. Hurt them. Killed them. They turned into 
more ghosts, who clawed at the doorway to be let out, wrenching it wider. 


She thought they would all escape in that way. That they’d pour out and ruin the world, and hers 
would be endlessly filling with victims killed by people she just wanted to help . 


Mistake after mistake, building until she- 


Felt someone knocking on a door. 


A curious rapping, tapping, a cold hand cautiously opening a door. 


She didn’t know there was another outside. 


Somewhere bright and electric, that poured into her rotting world and blazed it clean like sunlight 
absently rubbing frost from a glass pane. 


He opened the door, stepped inside. 
He was different. 
He could fight off the monsters she’d created. 


He could clear the darkness. 


That door to the outside? 


She hid it from him. 


And he didn’t understand, and she couldn’t speak to him - not really - but she did her best to let the 
liminal spaces provide food for him. Did her best to keep the walls a solid thing, to let him set up 
defenses. 


Folded the world just a bit so he could travel fast enough to save people before they could become 
more angry ghosts. (Or, try to save them.) 


Her monsters hated him. Feared him. Almost as much as they loathed her. 


And The Other wasn’t strong enough to fight them back, in the end. His powers diminished as 
theirs grew. Every death haunted him as much as the ghosts haunted her. 


He never agreed to this . 


Mary resolved to release him. 


But the humans on the other side had already resolved to hack the doorway open. 


And the monsters had resolved to burrow their way out. 


And in the darkness, there was a ghost-who-wasn’t. 
A girl who had nearly died, but didn’t. 


Whose eyes met her own and refused to flinch away. 


“Did you forgive them?” 

Barbara’s curly hair was somehow still illuminated by moonlight, in the void that Mary fled to. 
She didn’t know how to answer. 

“Did they ever apologize?” 


Barbara knelt down beside her huddled form, freckles like dark stars against glowing pale skin. 
Mary could feel tears - hot enough to scald her cheeks - floating with her in the void. A warm hand 
brushed over her hair, smoothing it down. 


An arm pulled her into an even warmer side, where fang-tooth wounds echoed like their own 
ghosts across her skin, and unbroken clothes pretended they didn’t exist. 


Her monsters... no, that’s not right. 


Her ghosts. 


Her ghosts must have told her what happened to them. 

What happened to her. 

The hot tears bubbled up. 

She had to forgive them, right? It wasn’t their fault that she never said no. 
It wasn’t their fault that she wasn’t strong enough to keep them all alive. 


She had to forgive them for their deaths, because- 


“They hurt you.” Barbara disagreed. “And they don’t regret doing it. 


So it’s not your fault, and they haven’t earned forgiveness.” 


Back in her rotted world, the other was tearing through her ghosts’s monsters. He was alight with 
blazing green energy - electric and cleansing. Protecting the man who came through, who used 


every swing of his blade and spray of black viscera as an attempt to herd the strange glowing being 
back out through the doorway. Back out to safety. 


Protecting each other. 


“For someone to be forgiven, they have to try to do better. They have to be working toward 
improving the future, and try to do right for the past.” 


Barbara’s hand smoothed over her hair again, and Mary realized that the world was trembling. 
That her own body was trembling. 

“Did they apologize?” She asked again. “Did they regret their actions? Did they try to do better?” 
Mary managed to shake her head. 


“Giving them forgiveness when they haven’t earned it.” Barb whispered, like it was a secret 
between them, a terribly important wisdom that needed the quiet to reach her heart. “It’s not kind. 
They can’t learn and grow from their mistakes if they never have consequences for their actions.” 


She blinked up at the girl, expecting to see the malice of her ghosts behind her words. 
Barbara’s face was.... Sad. 


A soft, mournful expression. Resigned. 


For the first time in... far too long, Mary took a breath. 
“T’m sorry.” She whispered. 
Barbara’s mouth twisted into a sad smile. 


“T know you are. Can you fix what happened?” The skin of her face and neck was split open, 
twisted by stitches that had been done in a hurry, then picked apart and re-done by professionals. 
She couldn’t fix that. 


“What can I do?” 
Barbara shrugged a shoulder. 


“I’m not the one you should be earning forgiveness from.” 


Mary hid her face for a moment in Barbara’s side, feeling the heartbeat thrumming under her skin. 
The rasping breaths in lungs that had never been flooded. 


She didn’t want to hurt anyone. 
But... she didn’t want what happened to her, to keep happening. 


It would just keep happening, if she did nothing. 


The ghosts watched her from the tank. From the reflections on metal and glass. 


Each day, the people who built her tank and watched her drown decided to use it again anyway. 


Each day, they tried to hack open the barrier that she used to protect them from the consequences 
of their actions. 


Mary looked up. 
That single silvery bulb was still shining above her broken tank. 
A symbol of safety. That everything was finished. 
She reached up, gently pinched the bulb. 


She pulled it out. 
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It is not realistic that every person must be forgiven for every harm they have ever done to another. 
Instead, it must be enough that they are trying to do better - to do better for the future, and to do 
right by the past. 


An apology alone does not correct harm already done in the world. 


-but doing nothing only furthers the harm. 


It only took a few moments to comfort El after her panic. Joyce rolled her shoulder, deciding not to 
mention the deep ache as the odd girl explained what she had seen with halting words and 
trembling shoulders. She had plenty of bruises from knocking against tables and doorknobs - a 
thump like that would heal just the same. 


More interesting though, was her son’s reluctance to abandon the walkie-talkie, even after words 
stopped coming out of it. 


Will stared into the receiver, listening to static fuzz like it was the most interesting thing in the 
world. Joyce didn’t disturb him; only laid some towels down to start cleaning up the water before it 
could do any damage to the baseboards. 


She did startle a little when he started narrating events, pausing oddly like he was watching a 
television and trying to come up with the words to explain what he was seeing. It was through the 
static that Will learned about Hopper arriving in the other world, and leaving it. Joyce couldn’t 
make heads or tails of how he knew it, but she trusted her boy, and made sure the bathroom was 
clean enough to be used when ‘Danny’ arrived - so long as he didn’t need to go to the hospital, 
first. 


Will moved himself to the couch along the way, with the others orbited around him to wait for his 
reports on the events he could somehow pick out from the subtle shifts in static. Even El listened 
closely, focused as always. 


When he finally turned it off, it was with a wide, glowing smile. 
“They’re out, and on their way back.” 


Joyce hugged her youngest son, kissing him on the head. 


She was so proud. 


Peter Burton (Hawkins Lab Head of Security) was at the grocery store when he got the news that 
the local Sheriff had volunteered to throw himself into the dark world. He wondered if someone 
had written the message as a joke, at first - surely he couldn’t be reading his pager correctly. 


Still - he was off-duty, and his wife was out of town to visit her parents, so it was up to him to refill 
the fridge. He was contemplating the prices between bananas and apples when another text beeped 
in from his hip. 


Peter sighed, choosing apples and wheeling himself to checkout. If it was urgent enough that they 
paged him over and over, he couldn’t ignore it. He didn’t check the message until he had paid for 
his items, smiling charmingly to the woman scanning his food so diligently. 


Plucking an apple out of the paper bag to crunch into, he fumbled his keys to unlock his car door, 
and slid inside to a silent bounce of well-oiled shocks. 


Peter set the bag on his passenger seat, buckled himself in, and started his car with a lovely purr. 
Finally, he checked the pager. 


Beautiful new tires shrieked across asphalt as he threw the car into reverse, then forward again 
with a manic whip of the steering wheel. 


Fuck! 


They were really sending the nosy, paranoid asshole of a town sheriff INTO THE GATE! What 
kind of moronic fuckhead had he left in charge, who was okay with that?! People were already 
starting to stir in unease from the government presence in their town, another missing person was 
unacceptable! Especially if Hopper fuckin’ told anyone where he was going. 


Peter slammed his palms against the steering wheel with an incoherent noise of rage, hunched 
against the G-forces pushing him back into the seat as the car accelerated noisily down main 
street. 


They were fucked. 


15 minutes later, his car slid to a grinding stop in front of the security gate - bars already lifting. He 
shot the traffic officer a poisonous glare, memorizing his face at a glance to tear him a new asshole 
once he was finished inside. He should have waited for him to show his fucking clearance codes. 


GodDAMMIT! 


His car roared down the short driveway, slamming to a stop in his parking spot and nearly 
throwing his keys with the force he yanked them out of the ignition. 


The woman at the front door, at least, asked for his ID, even if she jumped like a scared rabbit 
when he slapped it down on the counter, jaw clenching and unclenching as he imagined all the 
fucking damage this could do to their entire operation. 


Did anyone fucking check him for spy cameras or microphones? FUCK! Hopper was a dog with a 
damn bone after their “suspicious behavior’, and any commie with half a brain cell would be able 
to ID him as an eager traitor with the right lies. 


His shoes snapped against the tile floors as he pocketed his ID, power-walking with all the dignity 
he could muster toward his security headquarters. Someone was getting fired today, he promised 
darkly. Someone was going to loose everything for this gigantic cock-up. 


Peter swiped his ID through a scanner, barely waiting for the green to light up before jerking the 
door open. 


This security headquarters, as it happened, had a hallway connection to the surveying room 
overlooking The Gate. 


Rows of greyscale screens displayed all areas of town, from the grocery to the library and known 
hangout spots of communist-leaning individuals. One corner, dedicated to surveying the Gate, was 
busy with motion. 


Painted with dark shapes between pale static, the screens buzzed faintly as they depicted a scene of 
gore and horror - men screaming and fighting for their life against a swarm of monsters bigger and 
stronger than themselves. 


Limbs being torn, glass panels sprayed with arterial blood, then shattered as slimy dark shapes 
punched through them with sinuous bodies and blood-darkened arms. 


Fire lit up for a brief moment, a flamethrower thrashing wild as doglike creatures ravaged a man’s 
legs, eating his face right off his skull. 


Peter would have been horrified at these things, if he’d seen it. He had a solid stomach, but the 
sight likely would have made him empty his guts right there on the floor. 


As it stood, he was a little busy having the contents of his stomach eaten out of him, head twisted 
back at an unnatural angle as two flower-mouthed monsters tore into him. 


Slithering things with too many legs and too many teeth flowed out into the halls that had been 
guarded behind security gates. Fleshy vines followed, sweeping up and out and swallowing up any 
human they came across. 


Katherine had accepted the job as a receptionist about 4 years ago. She’d been a dedicated, 
punctual employee - enjoying take-home pay that supported herself and her daughter with ease. 
The background checks had seemed excessive at first, for an electric company, but she gathered 
that there was something more to it in her second week, when several men in dark suits and others 
in lab coats strolled through the hallways with Very Serious Expressions. 

By the end of her first year, she concluded that this company was certainly a front for some 
government secret program, and the thought of it excited her. No wonder the pay was so good! 

so, she kept her mouth shut and did her best to do her job Perfectly. 


Except... lately, there was something off about work. She felt herself growing uneasy every time 


she clocked in, and leaving the building felt like something predatory was watching her heels. 
Something was wrong, but for the life of her she couldn’t figure out what it was. 


October arrived, and the feeling got worse. She overheard people taking about a missing girl, then 
in town a boy went missing! It made the hours at her desk crawl like molasses, and her scalp itchy 
at the thought that the missing persons had something to do with THEM. 


Katherine considered taking her pay and her daughter and leaving the state. Maybe visit her family 
on the east coast. Her mom hadn’t gotten a visit in nearly two years, maybe it was due. 


At precisely 11:04 am, She heard someone shriek like they were dying, and other screams filled 
the halls. 

That was that, and Katherine decided promptly that she really ought to take her holiday hours right 
away. 


By the time the long-legged things were tipping over her chair and spilling pencils across the floor 
with huffing sniffs to find where she was hiding, her sensible heels were already crunching over 
gravel cement - car door closing with a snap a few moments later. 


She calmly flashed her ID to the traffic officer, forcing a grimace of a smile when he met her eyes. 


The guard rail swung up, and she pressed on the gas a little bit too hard as a dark shape in her rear- 
view mirror punched out from her workplace’s upper windows - black vines with hooking tendrils 
like reaching fingers shaping to claw across limestone and bricks. 


Yeah, visiting family in Maryland sounded like a good idea. 


The building crunched, shearing and sagging inward, like the entire multi-story underground 
complex was being sucked into an enormous mouth. The traffic officer stepped out of his booth, 
taking his hat off as if that would change his view. 


She resigned herself to brushing the dust off her resume, and hoped her future job prospects 
wouldn’t try calling her last workplace to ask about performance. She was pretty sure her higher- 
ups had just been killed. 


Maybe her mom would let her move back in if she asked nicely 


Hopper, to his own delighted shock, wasn’t significantly hurt in the shuffle. The tough suit they’d 
put him in had the hood ripped off, and he’d gotten some toothy scratches across his arm and leg 
where something had latched on for a moment, but it wasn’t anything that couldn’t be solved with 
an extra helping of antiseptic. Diane, his ex-wife, would probably have bullied him into going to 
the hospital. 


However, she wasn’t here at the moment, and his arms were full of another too-skinny 
supernatural teenager, so honestly he had more important things to worry about. 


He didn’t know what was going on when the monsters started avoiding him and the kid, but he 
coudn’t say he was too shook up about the people who happily sent him to be eaten alive got eaten 
themselves. 


The reality of seeing men ripped apart, though- that would stick with him. He anticipated some 
truly nightmarish dreams in the coming weeks. 


He kept his eyes forward, trying to tune out the screams that the kid staggering against his side 
kept flinching at. The boy fought like a beast possessed at first, but when the tides started turning 
away from him, he froze up and... changed color, somehow. The weird floaty hair dropped to 
black, and a sizzle of light had him obeying gravity a lot more than he had before. 


Hopper was still dealing with the existential crisis of magic being real, and this damn town was 
apparently soaked in it. He could panic about the monsters and a color=shifting kid later. For now, 
his priority was to get them both out of the building, to relative safety. 


It had been mid-morning when he pulled up to Hawkins lab. Probably closer to noon now. Pushing 
the emergency exit open with his shoulder, Hopper yelled when the body leaning against his 
shoulder suddenly dropped like a sack of potatoes. The “emergency door’ siren blared angrily at 
them 


“Kid, don’t you dare pass out on me now. You can sleep in the car, C’mon.” He grabbed the teen’s 
upper arm, pulling it up over his shoulder so he could use his legs to lift the gangly body. 


The boy’s blue eyes were wide open, though. Chest heaving, pupils blown into wide black circles. 
Drugs? The kid was just looking up at the clouds. 


“We gotta go.” He repeated, and half-dragged the kid out to the parking lot. 
Thank god no one stopped them. 


He got the kid into the passenger seat of his cruiser, and the kid sorta halfway worked with him to 
get his legs into position - and buckled his own seatbelt, small mercies. 


Hopper sped them out of the parking lot and away from the lab - traffic gate already open, the 
officer nowhere in sight. 


The fleshy whatever the fuck that was seemed to consume the huge building behind him, corroding 
and crushing it into the earth until the fleshy portal could swallow it up. The collapse shook the 
ground like a cargo train roaring under him, rattling car windows and thrumming through the air 
like thunder. 


He worried that the portal thing would keep spreading - would keep devouring the earth until there 
was nothing left. Had he kicked off the apocalypse? 


But no - once the building had been consumed, the fleshy gape of a dimensional mouth seemed to 
seal itself up, dissolving into flaky black ash. It drifted up into the sky as a trail of smoke in his 
rear-view mirror. 


Hopper didn’t know what the kid had been dosed with while he was in there, but he prayed it 
wasn’t lethal. He tracked the kid out of the corner of his eye as he drove, just in case he got violent. 
Luckily, all he seemed to want to do was touch things weirdly. Dragged his palms over the well- 
worn upholstery, fingered the seatbelt for a long time. Sniffed a bit of cigarette ash, like that wasn’t 
embarrassing as hell. Kept checking that the odd metal thermos was still clipped to his belt loop. 
Stared for ages out the window, face open and awestruck at the blue sky with its puffy white 
clouds. 


“You alright?” He asked, not sure what else to say as they idled at a stoplight. 


The kid startled like he honestly forgot Hopper was even driving the damn car. Jesus. 
Nodded. 
“T’m Sheriff Hopper.” He introduced himself, then glanced at the kid pointedly. 


“Danny.” The kid murmured, fidgetin, and Hopper felt his shoulders sag in relief. Got the right kid, 
thank god. 


“Alright, Danny. 


Let’s get you home.” 


Barbara opened her eyes, and her mother was sleeping in a chair beside her bed. Sunlight streaming 
in through the gaps in the curtains and highlighted greying hairs into a wispy gold and silver halo. 
Her mom’s lips grimaced even in sleep against the strange position that would doubtlessly give her 
aches and pains when she finally awoke. 


Barbara had never been truly alone, had she? Even now, her mother’s hand rested limp on her 
mattress, arm stretched out to rest her palm up and open like she was just waiting for Barb to wake 
up and hold her hand. 


She could feel Mary take a bracing breath in the darkness between blinks as the girl opened the 
door to the other world , letting blazing green light flood in and scrub clean her little pocket of void 
like a flood of hot acid. 


The last strands of a dark world pulled apart, faded, eaten away to ribbons by a world that was so 
full of color and light and emotion that the ghosts fleeing outward into swirling green were seemed 
to blend in with the starbright hum of energy. 


She could still feel the dead girl’s nervous tension humming somewhere in her chest, but that 
didn’t alarm her. She wasn’t scared. 


For the first time in a long time- 


Barb felt warm. 


Chapter End Notes 


To everyone who followed along, left comments, asked questions, spammed emojis, 


or even just bookmarked it for yourself and never said a word- and especially that 
amazing person who //printed this fic out and illustrated their own cover to have it 
bound themselves// 


Thank you. 


This is my longest finished fic, my favorite piece I’ve ever written, and I couldn’t have 
finished it without all of your support. 


While this is the official ending of Deeper, Darker, and the story as I planned it to end 
from the start - I will be following this up with several one-shots. Some of them fluffy, 
some of them sad, many of them just comfort fics. :) they’Il be in my “into the dark” 
series. 


Please drop by the archive and comment to let the author know if you enjoyed their work! 


